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This thesis charts the development of my poetics through the writing of a prose poetry 
collection on the theme of the North. The practice-led research has as its focus the 
role of prose poetry in responding to place. It seeks to challenge my prior 
understanding of more traditional, poetic forms by creating work that sits between 
poetry and prose, in a hybrid space suited to exploring ‘northernness’. In terms of 
poetics, this thesis aims to extend the reach of the prose poetry form by using 
ekphrasis and cross-art form practice to represent place and space. My work draws on 
the disciplines of architecture, cartography and photography to enable me to 
formulate a multi-disciplinary approach to creative practice and develop a richer 
understanding of how to represent place in prose poetry. I argue that the prose poetry 
form, with its qualities of hybridity and indeterminacy, is an ideal vehicle for exploring 
the instability of place and I explore whether the form itself has helped shape the way 
that the North is portrayed in my writing. By using the methodology of walking, the 
research moves away from initial ideas of place as being rooted to particular location, 
placing prose poetry within the context of new developments in psychogeography and 
the idea of the female writer as a flâneuse.  I demonstrate how I have contextualised 
my prose poetry at the cutting edge of contemporary eco-poetics, and explore 
whether it is possible to forge a new understanding of a poetic relationship with the 
environment, appropriate to the Anthropocene age, where the human and more-
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Peter Davidson, in his classic book, The Idea of North, says that ‘everyone carries their 
own idea of “North” within them’ (2005, p.8). He sees the North as a compass 
direction: a mutable notion, that shifts and changes in relation to an artist’s viewpoint. 
The research for this thesis began as an attempt to discover my own idea of the North, 
given that I have been connected with the North of England since childhood and have 
chosen to make it my home as an adult. My prose poetry does not attempt a definition 
of the region as such but intends to celebrate what I have named ‘Alice’s North’ in a 
linked sequence of prose poems. I explore notions of ‘northernness’ through the eyes 
of this central persona of Alice throughout the critical and creative work.  
 I have undertaken this creative research in the context of current environmental 
debates and the growth of ‘new nature writing’ (a term coined by the journal Granta 
in 2008). Joe Moran suggests the common thread that unites new nature writing is an 
‘exploration of the potential for human meaning-making not in the rare or exotic but 
in our everyday connections with the non-human natural world’ (2014, p.49). 
Subsequently, I widened my practice-led research interests to engage in more diverse 
ways with the ideas of place and our human interactions with the environment, using 
the North as a focus.   
 I first became interested in the idea of the North after the Scottish vote for 
Independence (2014), which initiated a cultural, seismic shift. The makeup of the 
borders of the UK looked set to change and the idea of ‘who we are’ was once again 
in a state of flux. The turnout, of 84.6 per cent, was the highest recorded for an election 
or referendum in the United Kingdom since the introduction of universal suffrage and 
led me to ask what impact an independent Scotland might have on the North of 
England and its cultural definition of itself. On a more personal level, being the child of 
a father born in Aberdeen and a mother growing up in Lancashire, I was forced to 
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recalibrate my own internal compass points. The idea of researching the North as a 
PhD topic became an important avenue through which to explore and redefine what 
my views of place might mean, particularly in the light of climate change.  
 My research chimed with current debates about Brexit, and the need for 
environmental action, involving the various competing voices as they jostled to be 
heard, let alone more fractional groups raising questions about regional devolution 
and community cohesion.  I wanted to explore where the gaps and omissions were 
and ask what role literature could play in this time of political and ecological change. 
A creative and critical investigation of this complex set of elements – around place, 
space, landscape and identity – was a fruitful way of unpicking their interrelationship. 
 Within the arts, I think that the North has always punched above its weight, as 
Melvin Bragg argues more generally in his Radio 4 series, The Matter of the North 
(2016).   In 2018, the first Great Exhibition of the North (GetNorth 2018) took place, 
with over £5,000,000 of government money being pumped into a three-month festival 
with an extraordinary vision:  
 
to celebrate our gifts to the world – as the cradle of football, 
inventor of the railways, designer of the iPhone and home to 
the Beatles. … More than three million people will hear our 
story. …When they leave, they will take with them a new 
understanding of the way our people have inspired the world 
for centuries and continue to do so today. They’ll see how our 
North is helping to drive the fourth industrial revolution – just 
like it did the first. (NewcastleGateshead initiative, 2018)  
 
Although I think the idea of the region being in the grip of a ‘fourth industrial 
revolution’ is debatable, I do think we are in a period of a thriving prose and poetry 
scene in the North. The notion of an industrial revolution is, perhaps, undesirable in 
the context of a climate emergency and our need to challenge consumerism as a way 
of living. Of all the art forms, literary activity could be seen to have a lighter, carbon 
footprint and there is a wealth of innovative writing coming out of the region. This is 
helped by flagship publishers such as Carcanet, Bloodaxe, Smith|Doorstop and 
journals like The North Magazine and Stand. Moreover, the Arts Council, in a detailed 
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case study (2018), singled out the North of England as a region where publishing is 
flourishing.  
*** 
This introduction is structured into a number of different sections in order to outline 
the key foci of my thesis and set out how both the creative material and the critical 
commentary work in tandem, enriching each other. First, I have listed my key aims for 
the work as a whole. I go on to explain why I have chosen prose poetry as a form and 
give a brief introduction to the notion of personal poetics. I discuss my creative work 
and explain how it sits within the principles of practice-led research. There then follows 
a short analysis of the critical context within which I am writing and the methodology 
I have used. Finally, I reflect on my original contribution to knowledge, which is 
developed further in the following three chapters of the thesis.  
 
Aims 
The key, creative aims of the thesis are to produce a collection of prose poems that 
explores the theme of place/space in the context of the North of England and to 
challenge my prior knowledge of more traditional, poetic forms in order to create work 
that sits between poetry and prose, in a hybrid, more fluid space.  
 In addition, I will critically explore the development of my own eco-poetics, 
which is characterised by a pushing of the boundaries of poetic form, use of ekphrasis 
and cross-art form practice. Finally, I aim to reflect on how architecture, cartography 
and photography have enabled the development of a hybrid writing process that is 
suited to charting the fluid nature of place and ideas of the North. 
 
Why Prose Poetry? 
Until recently, prose poetry has been largely overlooked in the ‘poetry renaissance’ 
mentioned above. The form has featured so rarely in the poetry lists of northern-based 
poetry publishers, such as Bloodaxe and Carcanet, that exceptions, like Vahni 
Capildeo’s Measures of Expatriation (2016), are notable. Capildeo’s collection features 
a mix of prose and lineated poems. Oz Hardwick has published prose poetry in 
pamphlet form and Ian Seed is based in the North, but his prose poetry has largely 
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been published outside the region. I wanted to explore the form more thoroughly, 
both as a reader and a practitioner. I realised that prose poetry could be a suitable 
vehicle for exploring the concept of ‘northernness’ because of its qualities of hybridity, 
the ability to break boundaries and embrace contradictions. The North itself is an 
amorphous, diverse subject to explore, and thus the theme and form could enter into 
a dialogue with each other. For example, Ysanne Holt and Angela McClanan’s 
collection of visual art essays, Northern Peripheries, suggests that contemporary 
identities of the North can be characterised by hybridity and liminality. The North of 
England’s post-industrial landscapes that I have chosen to depict in ‘Alice and the 
North’ are a densely, intertwined mixture of urban and rural.  
Our case studies and analyses tend generally to focus more positively 
on hybrid, potentially generative, at times transgressive spaces 
(Edensor 2005), and liminal zones where dynamic and diverse 
networks develop that may be at once local and global… (2013, p.203)  
 
The notion of the North as a hybrid space resonated with my exploration of the prose 
poetry form itself. 
 Along with the emergence of digital literature and such genres as flash fiction, 
the brevity and flexibility of prose poetry singles it out as a form of writing that 
deserves recognition and further scholarly attention. It provides a playful and 
condensed space for creative work to be shared online through smartphones, tablets 
and social media platforms. Through my own research process, I hope that I have 
helped to raise its profile and utilised its qualities of hybridity and ability to cross 
genres. In the first issue of The Prose Poem: An International Journal, Peter Johnson 
suggests that: 
 
Just as black humour straddles the fine line between comedy and 
tragedy, so the prose poem plants one foot in prose, the other 
in poetry, both heels resting precariously on banana peels.  To 
some extent, such issues may relate to how one understands 
genre. (1992, p.6)  
 
In 2019, I was awarded funding through the Arts Council to edit a new anthology of 
British prose poetry alongside Oz Hardwick. The form’s ability to straddle the 
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conventions of prose and poetry were evident in the work we selected. We were sent 
over five hundred submissions in two months for The Valley Press Anthology of Prose 
Poetry, and half of them were from writers based in the North. Through the editing 
process, I became convinced that the creative possibilities of prose poetry would 
inspire the next generation of writers within the North and elsewhere.  
 Our anthology followed on from a range of new publications exploring prose 
poetry. For example, in the previous year, Penguin published The Penguin Book of the 
Prose Poem: From Baudelaire to Anne Carson (2018), edited by Jeremy Noel Todd 
(2018), and Jane Monson edited a collection of critical essays: British Prose Poetry: The 
Poems without Lines (2018).  In 2020, Paul Hetherington and Cassandra Atherton will 
bring out Princeton University Press’s Prose Poetry: An Introduction.  Prose poetry is 
gaining a higher profile as a form amongst writers in the UK and experiencing more 
international critical attention.  
 Personally, I am not just an editor and anthologiser of the form. After publishing 
three collections of my own work (Slug Language, Talking with the Dead, and Painting 
the Spiral Staircase), each of which features single prose poems, I decided to 
concentrate on writing a more substantial work of prose poetry to see how the form 
could be used more thematically in exploring a sense of place.   
 
Personal Poetics  
When it came to planning my own research project around ‘northernness’ and place, 
I identified three key foci for the critical elements. The first focus was to develop my 
own writing process, drawing on a multidisciplinary artform practice. Secondly, I 
wanted to reflect on how the fields of architecture, cartography and photography, 
which are well suited to representing the nature of place and space, have informed 
the development of my writing process.  Finally, this research aimed to chart the 
development of my own poetics, drawing on the fields of eco-phenomenology and 
psychogeography in order to achieve a better understanding, through the process of 
creative writing, of our relationship with the environment.  
 
Creative Work  
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My sequence of prose poems, ‘Alice and the North’, details a journey across 
landscapes, concentrating on some significant nodal points, each chosen to 
demonstrate a strong connection to place and to explore such key concepts as the 
contemporary vernacular, the palimpsestic nature of place and ideas of the North 
around home/belonging.  My view of the North attempts to uncover and celebrate 
what has formerly been hidden, or, at the least, obscured by a more patriarchal gaze.  
Unlike my male counterparts, such as Simon Armitage, Mathew Sweeney and Paul 
Farley, who are also interested in writing about northern landscapes, my perspective 
is more allusive and feminist, featuring a playful persona that references Alice in 
Through the Looking-Glass (Lewis Carroll was, himself, quite familiar with the North). 
The prose poetry collection is unified by an adult ‘Alice’ who celebrates a pluralistic 
identity that is multi-faceted, confident and humorous. She is interested in sexual 
exploration and adventure and her points of reference are matriarchal: (mother, 
maiden aunts and sisters).  In the sequence of poems, the trajectory of Alice’s life could 
be seen as a feminist one: her journey is one of liberation, where she becomes an 
independent, adult writer, refusing to be defined by any male ‘other’.  
 I have used this persona to explore the concept of a northern ‘contemporary 
vernacular’ and develop a poetic voice that is attuned to variations in dialect, including 
the place names, speech patterns and diction that make up the diversity of the North 
today.  
 
Principles of Practice-Led Research  
I have found the defining principles of practice-led research useful in providing a 
framework for my investigations. Robin Nelson defines it as a ‘research project in 
which practice is the key method of inquiry and where in respect of the arts… a practice 
is submitted as substantial evidence of a research inquiry’ (2013, p.9).  This emphasis 
on the process of creative practice rather than the end product interested me as a 
creative researcher. It has enabled me to push the boundaries of what the prose 
poetry form can contribute to an investigation of place. Similarly, the following 
statement from The National Association for Writers in Education, places the 
production of a collection of prose poems at the heart of the research process: ‘The 
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commonality in all types of creative practice research is that the researcher produces 
creative work. The process of artistic practice and its resulting outputs are perceived 
as original contributions to knowledge’ (NAWE, 2018,1.1, p.1). Aside from my creative 
outputs, my research (both the artistic process and the critical reflection) has engaged 
with a range of theoretical positions and disciplinary areas, including 
psychogeography, cartography, architecture and photographic theory in order to 
explore the complexity of place and space. The conversation between my critical 
reading and creative practice has given theoretical underpinning to my writing and a 
deeper understanding of the interdisciplinary nature of my own poetics.  
 
Theoretical and Critical Context  
In the course of my research I have examined how such themes as nature and culture, 
the human and the non-human, can deepen our understanding of place in relationship 
to the North and give my creative work a wider critical context.  My drafting of a hybrid, 
visual and verbal text led to an exploration of theories from the fields of architecture, 
cartography and photography as they were productive lenses through which to 
deepen an investigation of both the built environment and natural landscapes. For 
example, I have investigated the work of writers such as Gaston Bachelard (1958), John 
Berger (1972), Susan Sontag (1977), Lucy Lippard (1997), Rebecca Solnit (2001, 2005), 
Doreen Massey (2005) and Tim Ingold (2005, 2013). This research has enabled me to 
consider what might lie behind some of the iconography of the North and explore 
questions about its stereotypical representation.  
 I chose these particular fields because they grew naturally out of my multi-
disciplinary poetic practice to date and shared visual, spatial characteristics suited to 
an exploration of place. In 2013, I wrote two sequences of poems based on my father’s 
family archive of Kodachrome slides. The sequences explore the cities of Berlin and 
Aberdeen through images of the built environment and were written in response to 
walking these cityscapes.  I presented this work in After Image, a handmade, limited 
edition of thirty books produced for the ‘UK meets Berlin’ Arts Festival. As I began 
writing my current, prose poetry sequence about the North, I was interested not only 
in the urban but also in rural representations of the landscapes and in challenging their 
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perceived opposition. The field of cartography came into sharper focus as a way of 
exploring the natural landscape through its topography. The notion of mapping 
complemented the methodology of walking to explore the borders and hinterlands of 
the North. The most creative spaces in which to imagine ideas of North emerged in the 
‘off grid’ gaps between disciplines, where the creative terrain was less fixed and, in 
these spaces, I could see my writing begin to flourish.  
 One such productive space was the North that stood outside the male gaze. 
Building on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, (1984), John Berger changed our ways of 
seeing art by insisting that it was always placed within its social and cultural context. 
Two of his points were particularly influential when I came to consider notions of the 
North. First, his recognition that the male gaze has been our default position when 
viewing art, with the North generally being seen as a rugged and masculine landscape 
(especially evident in Ted Hughes’s poetry). Secondly, his realisation that photographs 
always evoke a verbal narrative. I therefore began to take photographs myself as part 
of my creative process and explore a female point of view. As my ekphrastic writing 
process developed a feminist perspective, I decided to respond to my own 
documentary photographs of walks in the North and explore their creative potential 
through the prose poem.   
 
Structure of Thesis 
The three main sections of my thesis are perceived as meditations on the theme of 
place and are linked by an intention to articulate my own poetics and extend the prose 
poetry form into new cross-disciplinary spaces. In each chapter, I come to an 
understanding of how the verbal arts can be used alongside other art forms to create 
novel artefacts and how prose poetry can be contextualised by a wide range of other 
disciplines. As a starting point, I have taken Jane Monson’s observation about prose 
poetry in her introduction to British Poetry: The Poems without Lines (2018, p.7).  She 
not only sees prose poetry as a ‘third genre’, sitting between poetry and prose, but 
goes on to say:  
Of equal significance when thinking about the formation and 
definition of the prose poem are influences from other 
disciplines, outside of poetry. Prose poetry is not only at the 
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behest of changing attitudes and ideas of what constitutes 
prose and poetry, but also part of experiments in architecture, 
urban environments, technology, photography, painting, 
advertising, journalism, social media and digitalised ways of 
communicating more generally. 
 
Monson sees the notion of brevity and the use of a ‘digital or physical frame /box-like 
shape’ (2018, p.8) as characteristic of these influences. Her list was rather extensive 
for my research needs, so I decided to narrow my investigations to the three lenses of 
architecture, cartography and photography. These art forms, because of their spatial 
characteristics, seem to be the most appropriate ones through which to explore a 
sense of place within the prose poetry form.  
 In Chapter One, I investigate the territory between poetry and architecture, 
demonstrating how the concept of ‘the contemporary vernacular’ can be used within 
the writing process to understand the North as both real and imaginary.  
 In Chapter Two, I examine how I deploy cartographic practices in prose poetry 
through the use of maps in order to deepen a wilder sense of place and explore more 
rural landscapes beyond the reach of the built environment.  
 I develop this idea in Chapter Three, my final, substantive chapter, where I 
examine how walking and photography can work together to deepen an 
understanding of place and bring a phenomenological dimension to my work that, so 
far, was missing.   
 
Prose Poetry and Psychogeography  
As I developed a research methodology for my creative work, I combined the use of 
documentary photography with the practice of walking and explored the interaction 
between these two pursuits. I thus became interested in the theories of 
psychogeography that place walking at the centre of their enquiries into the nature of 
perception. The field of psychogeography has developed from the work of the 
Situationists, and was largely an urban practice based on Guy Debord’s ‘Theory of the 
Dérive’ (1956), where writers (mostly male) might ‘drift’ through a city in a state of 
emotional disorientation and become drawn by the terrain and encounters they might 
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find there. However, contemporary writers and poets, such as Kathleen Jamie (2019) 
and Robert MacFarlane (2012), now offer an alternative way of viewing the act of 
walking and writing: as a process of paying sensory attention to natural landscapes in 
order to develop a renewed connection with our surroundings. Works such as Jamie’s 
Surfacing (2019) and Macfarlane’s The Old Ways (2012) belong to the emerging field 
of ‘new nature writing’ that includes an appreciation of the more-than-human; that is, 
all the species that live and have lived within our environment. They have revived the 
Romantic tradition of walking and writing, celebrated by William and Dorothy 
Wordsworth and their contemporaries, but combine this focus with an awareness of 
climate change and the current environmental crisis. In many ways, these writers 
follow in the footsteps of the nature writing of the Georgian poets, as well as A.E. 
Housman and Edward Thomas.  
 By emulating their approach, and by combining walking with taking 
photographs, I was able to walk with a purpose, reflecting the practice of a path-
making artist like Richard Long, who said, ‘places give me the energy for ideas’, such 
that ‘I get my energy from being out on the road, having the world going past me’ 
(1996, p.26). I developed an embodied focus in my creative practice, which is reflected 
in my use of rhythm, sensory metaphor and in my inclusion of specific details of flora 
and fauna within the prose poems set in the North.   
 
Methodology  
Two research approaches suggested by the National Association of Writers in 
Education benchmark statement are particularly pertinent to my working methods. 
The first asserts that ‘experimentation in genre, form, content and/or presentation is 
often a vital aspect of the research’, adding that ‘all writing can be seen as both 
creative and critical, in that it involves both creative and critical decision making’ 
(NAWE, 2018, 3.5, p.2). I have certainly been experimenting with the genre of prose 
poetry, which is, by its nature, an experimental form, because of the way it pushes at 
the boundaries of what constitutes poetry and prose respectively.  Also, by working 
across different art forms, (architecture, cartography, photography and prose poetry), 
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I have explored the way in which themes like flux and ecological change are particularly 
suited to an investigation that is itself interdisciplinary.  
 The research has been both experiential and source-based, building on the 
principles laid out in the following benchmark statement: ‘research may include 
experiential learning, whereby creative writers put themselves in particular situations 
or undergo experiences in order to generate writing’ (NAWE, 2018, 3.4, p.2).  
 
My practice-led research has utilised four different strands, all involving fieldwork of 
some sort:  
1. Walking, mapping, photographing the North, including the following places: 
Nidderdale, Calderdale, Cheshire, Manchester, Blackpool, Spurn Point, Hadrian’s Wall 
and the South Staffordshire border.  
As I have already touched upon, walking has a diverse and extensive history in relation 
to writing. This is reflected in the wider fields of the humanities and social sciences, 
underscoring its value for conducting research that is situated, relational, and material. 
The combination of walking, writing and photography can highlight the importance of 
place, sensory inquiry, embodiment, and rhythm. In this thesis, I will go on to briefly 
explore the history of walking scholarship and how this might offer crucial insights into 
the potential of walking as a qualitative research methodology in a more-than-human 
world.  
 
2. Engaging in ‘Clusters and Entanglements’, an ongoing series of 
readings/workshops in a range of non-academic and outdoor settings around the 
North West of England, each using poetry, fiction, book art, or theory as a springboard 
for environmental and eco-phenomenological debate. This project was 
initiated/funded by the North West Doctoral Training Partnership and was peer-led by 
a group of six PhD students from various disciplines and institutions: MMU, University 
of Bolton, University of Liverpool, and Lancaster University. 
 
3. Participating in the International Prose Poetry Project instigated by the 
University of Canberra.   
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This project (detailed here: https://www.axonjournal.com.au/issue-c1/prose-poetry-
project) involved the collaboration of over thirty international prose poets, sharing 
their work on a weekly basis since 2014, and is ongoing.   
 
4. Initiating both creative and critical dialogues with various forms of source 
material; for example, responding to:   
• maps of the North – both topological and thematic – in order to express the 
palimpsestic nature of place.   
• my own documentary photographs, in order to develop an ekphrastic 
technique for representing place and space.   
 
In general terms, an ekphrastic poem is a poem inspired or stimulated by a work of art. 
I have used the term ekphrasis in a slightly more focussed way, to explore how the 
juxtaposition of maps and photographs with prose poems can help me understand a 
layered sense of place.  
Original Contribution to Knowledge 
Regarding the question of originality, the NAWE benchmark statement says:  
those undertaking Creative Writing research invest knowledge 
and understanding in their creative practice and use existing 
knowledge to inform innovation and help evolve their own work 
and the broader field. The articulated results of this research 
demonstrate and develop existing subject knowledge. (NAWE, 
2017, 5.1, p.3) 
 
I have used such multidisciplinary methods as the following: walking and writing, 
juxtaposing prose poetry and cartography and writing in response to architecture and 
photographs. In this way, I have undertaken a series of ekphrastic writing experiments 
that resulted in original responses to place/space. These varied forms of writing, 
focusing on sensory detail, image and non-linear narrative, have widened and 
deepened my understanding of how to characterise the North. As the above NAWE 
benchmark statement goes on to state: ‘A significant aspect of creative writing 
research is the potential for hybridity in the use of genres, the creation of new genres 
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and/or variation in the way genres are combined, including the relations between 
critical work and creative work’ (NAWE, 2017, 5.4, p.4).  
  Prose poetry, by its nature, is a hybrid form of writing, sitting between the 
literary forms of prose and poetry. I have shown how the form itself has helped me 
shape my understanding of the North. Furthermore, I have pushed the boundaries of 
what this relatively new form might contain by extending its hybrid possibilities to 
encompass various other forms of cross-arts practice. Jeri Kroll highlights how an 
understanding of one’s own writing process, and reflection on this process, can help 
in the development of a personal poetics:  
 
Writers performing as researchers make a contribution to world 
knowledge by speaking that part of the writer’s and reader’s mind 
that is self-aware. Through the process of a creative project and 
through reflection a writer can gain new and substantially improved 
insights. The research can interrogate both the product and process 
of writing, including elements of structure, style, genre or beyond 
genre, and understand their context within a cultural and literary 
history. This process can lead to the development of a writer’s own 
poetics and Dominique Hecq has placed this central to the role of 
creative writing research in a postgraduate setting. (2012, p.112)  
 
Hecq has updated notions of poetics for contemporary creative writers. She herself 
quotes Kim Lasky’s definition of poetics, which is: 
the means by which writers formulate and discuss an attitude to 
their work that recognises influences, the tradition they write within 
and develop, the literary, social and political context in which they 
write and the process of composition and revision they undertake. 
(Lasky, 2013, p.17) 
 
Bearing this context in mind, my own contribution to knowledge arises from my 
original prose poetry cycle and my exploration of what prose poetry, as a form, can 
contribute to a contemporary exploration of place and space. I demonstrate how the 
use of this form is a dialogic, dance-like process: the hybrid qualities of prose poetry 
are appropriate to my chosen theme but also open up alternative ways of seeing the 
subject itself.  Although non-linear in construction, I picture the sequence in different 
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ways: first, as a series of building blocks, then as braided strands and, lastly, as my 
research develops, as an album of photographs. I do not attempt to define prose 
poetry but explore a range of metaphors that could characterise a prose poetry 
sequence. 
 In addition, my work is original in its use of the form to explore a particularly 
personal and local engagement with the landscape of the North, which I am trying to 
see afresh, casting off its former stereotypical associations. In order to achieve this 
aim, I have developed the collection with a female persona at its centre, the figure of 
Alice. As far as I am aware, this is a novel approach in prose poetry, where the 
sequence of poems is linked by one character and questions of a marginalised, hidden, 
‘northernness’ are explored through this persona.  
 Going beyond this personal dimension, I see my prose poetry collection as 
contributing to wider ecological and philosophical debates, particularly around the 
relationship between the human and more-than-human world of the Anthropocene 
age. Alice Entwistle had a similar perspective when exploring the work of 
contemporary, Welsh women writers. She suggested that their writing can deepen our 
understanding of changing Welsh identity.  Entwistle argued that a critical appraisal of 
the writing of these women poets can be a powerful tool for exploring the changing 
landscape and our cultural reactions to such transformations: ‘writers use the textual 
terrain of the poem, both literally and metaphorically, to register and script aesthetic 
as well as geo-political and cultural-historical change’ (2013, p.3). My own exploration 
of this hybrid ‘textual terrain’, combining my prose poetry writing with the 
contemporary vernacular, and with photography and cartography, has led to an ever 
more fertile space situated between text and image. Here, I have discovered the 
freedom to explore the temporal, spatial nature of the North and its complex 
relationship with who we are.  
 
Conclusion 
In this opening section of my thesis, I have sought to introduce my working methods, 
my creative practice and give the context within which I am writing. In the following 
chapters, my three central lines of enquiry explore ekphrastic representations of place 
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and space within my creative work and then open out to embrace the wider question 
of a writer’s relationship with the environment. This practice-led research has resulted 
in a prose poetry collection, Alice and the North, and a critical exegesis that locates this 
creative output in a conceptual framework and enters into a dialogue with it.  The 
exegesis informs my poetics, with an exploration of place at its heart.  
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Chapter One   
The Contemporary Vernacular and The North   
The idea of a room becomes a moor; intimacy is as wide as a meadow.  
Alice doesn’t know this place, or what she even understands by place.  
The pathway she finds leads back to the room. The room opens out and 
she finds herself next to a river. (‘Pathways’, Alice and the North)  
 
Introduction  
In this chapter, I begin with an examination of how prose poetry is suited to the 
exploration of ‘northernness’. I consider what features of the form can be exploited to 
help represent place/space within my work, looking in particular at indeterminacy, 
intertextuality, allusion and compression, which can be seen to be key features of the 
form (Atherton and Hetherington, 2016). The overall aim of my thesis is to 
demonstrate how, from a multidisciplinary perspective, prose poetry can be used to 
develop a richer understanding of place, and I begin this process by exploring 
connections between poetry and architecture. I consider why prose poetry in 
particular benefits from being critically examined through this lens. To this end, I 
highlight examples from my poetry collection, ‘Alice and the North’, that demonstrate 
how my creative practice has been shaped by this enquiry, particularly in the light of 
reading Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, (1969).  
 My view of the North seeks to celebrate, in a literary context, what I have termed 
the ‘contemporary vernacular’. This term comes from new movements within the field 
of architecture (Savvides et al., 2017, p.91) and is used to describe buildings that utilise 
materials from their locality in a sustainable way to enhance a sense of community or 
regional identity. The term resonates with my own thinking about place, space and 
writing. This approach provided a useful focus to consider the similarities between 
architecture and poetry and consider where these disciplines might intersect. The 
‘Contemporary vernacular’ is a term that could be seen to combine a Modernist 
architectural tradition, as proposed by Le Corbusier (1931, p.x), and an appreciation of 
how the vernacular could inform a contemporary design that is environmentally 
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sensitive. I shall try to demonstrate that the concept of the contemporary vernacular 
can be used in a writing context to understand the North as a place that is both real 
and imaginary and enable a writer to have a ‘braided’ (Miller, 2001) conversation with 
the environment. (I expand on Miller’s use of the term on p.24.) With its emphasis on 
environmental issues and ecology, I also investigate the idea of the contemporary 
vernacular in order to bolster my own framework of eco-poetics and therefore 
position my creative practice in a wider theoretical context.  The fertile ground 
between the two art forms was the focus of a conference in London at The Courtauld 
Institute in 2011. As the conference introduction states:  
Poetry and architecture, brought together by Gaston Bachelard in his 
seminal investigation of lived-in space, are art-forms that nevertheless 
continue critically to be considered broadly apart from one another. The 
one concrete and three-dimensional, the other abstract and 
metaphorical, these two creative art forms invite further comparison. 
(Lepine and Levitt, 2011, p.1) 
 
 
Figure 1.1. Scara Brae, Orkney. Vernacular Neolithic Stone Houses ©Kieran Baxter, 2012 
Ian Seed’s observations on prose poetry also chimed with my interests.  He is a 
practising prose poet, who linked the prose poem to urban architecture in a discussion 
with Ian MacMillan on The Verb in 2016. Seed was cited by Jane Monson in British 
Poetry: The Poems Without Lines:   
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Each prose poem is like a little block…like houses all the same on the 
surface, but if you go behind the walls, the doors, and the windows, 
each house will have its own world. (2018, p.8)  
His metaphor for prose poetry does not embrace the idea of vernacular design that 
forms the focus of my own enquiry and I will demonstrate how this notion extends his 
metaphor further and adds to critical discourse on the subject of prose poetry.  
 In order to develop my own perception of writing as an architectural construct, 
I turned to the dictionary definition of ‘vernacular’ as a starting point for an 
investigation into the relationship between language and building design. As figure 1.1 
shows, the North has a venerable tradition of vernacular buildings, that can be traced 
right back to Neolithic practices. Webster’s Dictionary (2019) defines the word in these 
terms, as  
using a language or dialect native to a region or country rather 
than a literary, cultured, or foreign language; of, relating to, or 
being the common building style of a period or place.  
Here, we find the idea that the languages and architecture of a region are clearly inter-
related, with the former being an expression of voice and the latter being an 
expression of its built environment and traditions.  
 Delving a little deeper, within the field of sociolinguistics, we discover that the 
term ‘vernacular’ is freighted with connotations of class, race and level of education. 
As George Yule notes, ‘It is usually native, mostly spoken informally rather than written 
and usually seen as of a lower status than more codified forms’ (2016, p.5). A similar 
perspective informed the way that architects used to view vernacular buildings; 
namely, as being of less worth than professionally designed ones.  
 However, since the Arts and Crafts Movement, (1880–1920), architects have 
begun to see the vernacular as worthy of more interest, and, as I began to draft my 
own writing, I was curious to see how this focus could inform the way my work was 
shaped. As a result, I began to explore ways of honing my use of voice more carefully. 
I started by incorporating speech patterns, family sayings and personal memories in 
the prose poetry form, as we see, for instance, in the following example:  
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Her mother sterilises Kilner jars in the oven, purses her lips. She fills 
a larder with the summer’s glut, slow-cooks meringue, brittle with 
resentment and love. It can all happen in an instant, she says, darkly. 
Alice has some idea of what this meant. (Caldwell, 2018) 
I used a mix of fictional and autobiographical material from Congleton in the 1970s in 
this prose poem. The vernacular therefore placed the reader in a particular timeframe 
and location, arising out of my childhood memories. This approach proved to be a rich, 
imaginative seam that brought to life my own particular sense of place and 
‘northernness’.  
 A similar interest in the specific use of place and time can be found in the way 
building design developed in the early twentieth century. Modernist, vernacular 
architecture can be traced back to Frank Lloyd Wright, who coined the term ‘Organic 
Architecture’ in the 1930s, seeing it as involving an ‘interpretation of nature’s 
principles manifested in buildings that were in harmony with the world around them’ 
(Guggenheim, 2009, p.1). As Guggenheim goes on to note, ‘Wright held that a building 
should be a product of its place and its time, intimately connected to a particular 
moment and site—never the result of an imposed style’. Wright’s design for 
Fallingwater House was radical in its site-specific approach, incorporating the existing 
waterfall into the building itself (Fig. 1.2).   
 
Figure 1.2. Fallingwater House, Frank Lloyd Wright. Image @Jamie C Teich. 
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 Currently, I see this notion of ‘organic’ vernacular undergoing a renaissance in 
the art forms of both poetry and architecture, particularly in relation to new 
environmental movements. In her work, Contemporary Vernacular Design: How British 
Housing Can Rediscover Its Soul (2016), Clare Nash highlights architecture across the 
UK and Europe that draws on vernacular principles but uses modern day 
environmental building methods and adheres to eco-energy requirements. Her 
principles can be seen in Assemble’s award-winning regeneration of terraces in 
Liverpool, which include an indoor winter garden and creative spaces for residents (Fig. 
1.3). 
 
Figure 1.3 Sketch from ‘Assemble’, Architects, Artists and Community Refurbishment of 
Granby Four Streets, Liverpool. ©Assemble, 2015.  (Winner of the Turner Prize, 2015). 
 Nash’s definition of the contemporary vernacular was useful when it came to 
explore the links between architectural design and prose poetry and led to a richer 
understanding of the relationship between language and place in relation to the North. 
The concept informed the shaping of my collection of prose poems as a whole. In the 
process of writing, I conceived the prose poems as a series of building blocks that 
would come together to form a complete, multi-dimensional structure.  The poems 
can be seen to inhabit an organic, vernacular form of literary construction, located 
within its own psychogeographic boundaries.  
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 Within this book-length structure, I have explored the ways in which an intimate 
engagement with the North’s geology, flora, fauna and built environment can enable 
a writer to engage in a ‘braided’ conversation involving place, history and culture, 
revealing new strata that move away from the more stereotypical ways of conceiving 
the region. Brenda Miller coins this idea, in relation to the lyric essay, when she talks 
about the writing process having ‘a sense of weaving about it, of interruption and 
continuation, like the braiding of bread, or of hair: 
I had to keep my eye on the single strands that came in and out 
of focus, filaments that glinted differently depending on where 
they had been. At the same time, I had to keep my eye focused 
on the single image that held them all together. (2001, p.48)  
She goes on to say that this approach allowed her essays, though still personal, ‘to 
expand more outward, taking on myriad facts and stories of the outer world as well 
as the inner (2001, p.50). I decided to investigate this idea within the framework of a 
prose poem – through the notion of a braided conversation with the vernacular and 
other language registers. I wanted to show how, in linguistic terms, this process could 
involve the interweaving of local idioms and idiolect, in this case associated with the 
North. However (and more crucially), it does not just involve bygone phrases: it is a 
conversation that is continually being recreated in a modern, playful way: in one that 
deepens my own relationship to place.   
 Simon Armitage has touched on this association, observing that his writing is 
another way of returning home:  
Living in Britain is an incredibly intense linguistic experience, and a 
lot of that relates closely to geography: your accent, your dialect, 
your background, your class. Many poems are expressions of that, 
even subconsciously. At some level I knew my vocabulary was a 
product of my landscape. (quoted in Crown, 2011, p.1) 
I am familiar with his vernacular, poetic voice, which is characteristically masculine in 
its blunt tone and often occurs in dialogue with a father figure:  
My father thought it bloody queer,  
the day I rolled home with a ring of silver in my ear  
half hidden by a mop of hair. (Armitage, 1993, p.10)  
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Armitage recognises the influence of Ted Hughes in his work and observes how ‘His 
poetry woke me up, not just to poetry, but fundamentally…because he came from the 
next valley. The house where he grew up looks almost identical to the house I grew up 
in’ (quoted in Lisa Allardice, 2019, p.1).  Two key questions emerged in relationship to 
my own poetics. Was it possible to explore a northern contemporary vernacular that 
inhabited a territory beyond the voices of these two dominant, male poets and was 
more female in tone? Could I create a prose poetry sequence that drew on the 
language of the Brontës and Dorothy Wordsworth as much as William Wordsworth or 
Ted Hughes?  
 I agree with Armitage that a writer’s vocabulary is partly the product of 
landscape, but I was interested in taking a different approach to ‘northernness’ in my 
own work, particularly as I saw place in more fluid terms, and not just related to the 
idea of home. (I expand upon the idea of place in flux in Chapters Two and Three).  I 
began to explore how a feminist voice might characterise my prose poetry by the 
invention of a shape-shifting persona called ‘Alice’, who, as stated earlier, ties the 
collection together and is not only transformed but also liberated as the work 
progresses and she starts to find her own, adult voice.  As I drafted the collection’s 
opening poems, such as ‘Ferns and Voles’, Alice emerged as a Lewis Carroll character, 
looking in the mirror to discover her sense of identity: ‘Alice doesn’t have a looking 
glass but there’s a full-length mirror in her mother’s room and a cat that refuses to 
smile. She’s five and the world’s full of wonder’.  Carroll’s Alice changes in shape and 
size as she tries the ‘Drink Me’ bottle in order to fully explore Wonderland.  My Alice 
is sometimes a child, sometimes a giantess or longing for ‘a tea party or a game of 
croquet with flamingos’ (‘Bedrock’) in order to shift between a landscape that is both 
real and imaginary.  
 Carroll was chosen carefully as a source of inspiration. I discovered that Bryan 
Talbot has celebrated Carroll’s connections with the North in his graphic novel, Alice 
in Sunderland, (2007). His work interweaves the history of the city, (and Britain), with 
myth, autobiography and scholarship on the work of Carroll. Talbot suggests that the 
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northern city of Sunderland is the setting for the buried roots of Carroll’s surreal 
masterpiece rather than the southern city of Oxford, which usually claims to be the 
inspiration for his writing. Bearing this notion in mind, I saw the potential of using Alice 
as a persona who could uncover the untold stories of the North, and places that have 
been marginalised.  
 The Poet Laureates, Armitage and Hughes, are regarded as canonical figures in 
poetry, and have a more established relationship to the landscapes of the North of 
England than Carroll. They have proved to be major influences on my work in the past. 
But I wanted to explore the North with fresh eyes and discover alternative ways of 
creatively imagining a sense of place. I therefore found it productive to turn to other 
branches of the arts, such as architecture, to explore how a creative person could take 
a familiar source of inspiration and make it her own.  This proved to be a fruitful line 
of enquiry as it enabled me to step outside the dominant confines of literary tradition. 
 The idea of stepping into another realm, just as Alice goes ‘through the looking-
glass’ and starts to see the world in a different light, was very appealing; and not only 
in terms of content, for I was also moving into another form, prose poetry providing a 
way of inhabiting  the margins. Through the persona of Alice, I intended to create space 
for a more feminist language register to imagine the North. This process mirrored the 
notion of exploring the fruitful space between architecture and poetry.  The enquiry 
enabled me to edit my work with a three-dimensional understanding of what the 
language of a prose poem could achieve, particularly when it came to exploring image 
and metaphor.  
 So far, I have explored how the current definition of the ‘contemporary 
vernacular’ within the field of architecture – rather than in language studies or literary 
theory – offers the writer an even richer way of envisaging place and space through 
the built environment and its wider relationship to the natural world. It was links to 
building and design, rather than the more conventional associations with language or 
literary theory, that enabled me to rethink my relationship to a sense of place.  
 I will now go on to argue that prose poetry in particular benefits from being 
critically explored through the lens of architectural theory, because of the cross-genre 
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nature of the form itself that has been developing without the burden of a longer, 
formal tradition.  Prose poetry does have its own cultural history, which Jeremy Noel-
Todd traces back to Baudelaire, but his observation that neglected prose poets 
‘comprise an alternative history of modern poetry, and an experimental tradition that 
is shaping its future’ (2018, p.xix) is especially relevant to my exploration of ‘the 
contemporary vernacular’.   
 
Figure 1.4. Lochside House, RIBA House of the Year 2018. @Richard Fraser.  
Like Clare Nash, whom I have referred to in the opening section of this chapter, Randall 
Thomas and Trevor Garnham argue that contemporary vernacular design can take 
inspiration from the natural world, striving to produce buildings that are not only 
carbon neutral, but also produce their own energy. As Thomas and Garnham put it, 
‘vernacular buildings were passive modifiers of the environment, whereas new 
technologies – in particular photovoltaic cells that convert solar energy into electricity 
– invite buildings to be active participants’ (2007, p.7).  Lochside House (Figure 1.4), 
for example, is completely off grid and relies on solar energy for its power. Thus, their 
definition suggests the methodology of looking both ways: back into an architectural 
tradition and forward towards new, ecological and sustainable building techniques.  
 Thomas and Garnham do not see buildings as fixed entities but part of a dynamic 
system of recycling, weathering and renewal. They go on to make the following 
observation about the future direction of architecture: ‘it will be Janus-like, looking 
backwards to history and forwards to the opportunities that progress brings. And it 
will need to look with a critical eye in both directions’ (2007, p.193). Interestingly, Paul 
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Hetherington and Cassandra Atherton make a similar point about the properties of 
prose poetry, suggesting that it is: ‘Janus-faced, looking forwards and backwards, 
understanding transitions, providing passages and doorways. Space opens before and 
behind, … it understands both prose and poetry and it comfortably inhabits the space 
between them (2015, p.279). 
 As I noted earlier, my own writing does not just involve the longing for home 
that Armitage recognises, and a sense of fitting into a literary tradition; rather, it also 
looks to experiment, going beyond the established northern canon of writers. Through 
the medium of prose poetry, I wanted to be open to new possibilities in writing and 
had a desire to reinvigorate the traditional ‘building blocks’ of both poetry and prose, 
as well as querying the supposed divide between them. I thought the form could offer 
the writer a way of doing both at the same time. The creation of the feminist persona 
of Alice became the voice in which I challenged the northern canon of writers such as 
Armitage and Hughes and presented alternative ways of perceiving the notion of the 
North, especially ones that recognised it as a region in flux. In this way, the figure of 
Alice helps mirror the ‘Janus-like’ qualities of contemporary architecture and prose 
poetry that I have just described.  
 I found this insight also influenced the way I began to handle time frames within 
my collection. My prose poems shift in and out of personal memory, present-day 
experience, and digital and future time frames, often juxtaposing them in one poem:  
And maybe the way forward is this unexpected winter sun and the 
cat asleep on her kitchen table; maybe the way forward is a kettle 
humming and peppermint tea, pale as longing in a cup; maybe 
forwards is all those Facebook good wishes, like kisses. And maybe 
it’s an iPad with a broken screen that she can't afford to fix, but 
still works. (‘Sunrise’, Caldwell, 2018)  
As well as clarifying how time might operate in my work, (and its intersection with 
space), the idea of this ‘Janus-like’ viewpoint was emerging as an important way of 
interrogating the concept of ‘the contemporary vernacular’. However, this notion 
might suggest a linear timeframe wherein the vernacular was firmly rooted in the past, 
whereas I envisaged a vernacular use of language in poetry that was a non-linear, 
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living, breathing process, one that was continually evolving. The poet Patience Agbabi 
makes a pertinent observation about her own use of vernacular language in her 
reworking of The Canterbury Tales, commenting on how she ‘hoped to retain an 
earthiness and an otherness, that standard English would tame’ (2009, p.1):  
My name is Mrs Alice Ebi Bafa 
I come from Nigeria. 
I’m very fine, isn’t it? 
My nex’ birthday, I’ll be… twenty-nine.  
I’m business woman.  
Would you like to buy some cloth? 
I’ve all de latest styles from Lagos.   
(Agbabi, 2014, p.31) 
 
I see Agbabi as updating and re-purposing this iconic piece of literature for a modern 
audience. The use of non-standard, Nigerian English for the character of the Wife of 
Bath, gives the voice its liveliness and power. Whilst re-drafting my own prose poetry 
collection, ‘Alice and the North’, I also wanted to retain this sense of a continual 
reinvention of language, to deploy the vernacular as sitting upon centuries of past 
usage; in short, I wanted to use the North as a palimpsest (a notion that is explored in 
more detail in Chapter Two). This is where links with vernacular architecture are most 
strong, as I came to see that my own writing practice was an attempt at emulating the 
way that buildings are designed with a view to their provenance: their intimate, 
layered relationship with the local community and its ecological frame of reference, 
created over many years.   
 This approach seemed to provide a useful route into reflecting on writing about 
place within the form of the prose poem, for that form is one that is itself open, fluid 
and amorphous, thus more receptive to such reinvention. It is a form that can 
accommodate the innovative juxtaposition of language registers, genres and the use 
of palimpsestic techniques. I therefore experimented with this notion in drafting the 
following prose poem, ‘Wind-Blown’, by taking the idea of place as both real and 
literary in nature. I began to build up the poem in layers, in a way similar to the creative 
process of scoring a piece of music for a number of instruments. The final draft draws 
on a range of adult and child-like language registers, alluding to Alice’s Adventures in 
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Wonderland, (Carroll, 1865), ‘Hansel and Gretel’ and ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ as my 
sense of place thickened and deepened:  
A felled elm tree spreads out like a body on the ground before her 
with all its bare roots showing. Her father’s music is scattered to 
the four winds. More storms roll in.  She hears the words Dutch 
elm disease on the radio for the first time and senses the trees 
disappearing like old friends from the hedgerows.  
Alice thinks of a huntsman out in the woods beyond Congleton 
Edge. She pictures a dark well somewhere in the Peak District. 
Would she drown in her own tears? Pools are brimming with 
ducks, dodos, a Lory and Eaglet. 
She dreams of a wolf in sheep's clothing. She doesn’t know what 
that means. But she knows about gingerbread houses. She knows 
you have to stick a chicken bone instead of a finger towards the 
grinning witch. She knows that much.  
Will silence break into song? Things will never be the same again 
as she scatters bits of bread along the path and listens for a 
chaffinch or a blackbird or a coal-tit. Wind-blown nests and broken 
eggs are an arpeggio she practises in her head. (Caldwell, 2018)  
 
In this prose poem, even the trees become characters, pictured as friends laid out 
across a field. Alice’s sense of self is deeply entwined with her ever-changing 
environment and I realised I could use this as a theme in the collection. The use of 
music and song adds to our understanding of the place being in flux, foreshadowing 
the environmental disasters to come. This sense of fluidity is also highlighted by 
Hetherington and Atherton, who see ‘indeterminacy’ as a key characteristic of the 
prose poetry form and trace its history back to the Romantic fragment:  
Prose poems are frequently characterised as fragmentary or 
incomplete in the way that they gesture to a larger, often 
unnamed frame of reference; present small, sometimes 
unfinished narratives, which are implied to be part of larger 
narrative structures; and are often characterised by considerable 
indeterminacy. (2016, p.272) 
By exploring prose poetry’s flexibility, with its relative lack of a fixed, literary tradition, 
I have sought to re-invigorate my use of language and understanding of place and 
space. Like Anne Carson in her collection Short Talks,(1992), I was experimenting with 
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writing small, contained rectangles of prose poetry and had begun to consider how 
this process is similar to the way a contemporary architect might design the rooms of 
a house in the vernacular tradition. My poem, ‘Winter’, for example, plays with the 
vernacular, re-inventing it for a contemporary audience, as this opening section shows: 
 This house has been far out to sea all night. 
—Ted Hughes, ‘Wind’ 
 
Alice became Medusa – she was a line of Heptonstall venom, she 
was The Craggs spitting, hitting her house through all the fire and 
felt and flags. Hair hissed Alice through the mullions, wind solid as 
stone walls. The roof hurried inside, the Velux window turned to 
salt or was bent into a Lowry figure. Hold on. She’d no coal. No 
outhouse nor barbecue with that promise of a summer-filled bowl. 
Magpies chattered across the gimmer in their ash-buzzard dive.  
(Caldwell, 2018)  
 
The word ‘gimmer’ is an old Yorkshire term for a ewe in-between its first and second 
shearing. The term gestures towards the county’s rich, sheep-farming heritage and 
rural past, which formed the cornerstone of its pre-industrial identity. I am interested 
in the way that fragments of this identity linger in dialects, so I have taken the word 
and modified it to suggest an imaginative passageway, hinting at another vernacular 
northern term for an alley, (a ginnel), which has a similar sonic quality. The word 
‘gimmer’ was chosen because it encourages a reader to take stock. For many readers 
it might simply be an unfamiliar word but, for others, it is a term that has been 
deliberately defamiliarised by being used in a different context; some readers, indeed, 
might well confuse it with the more familiar ‘ginnel’. Similarly, while the magpies have 
been observed diving through the landscape of ash trees, the latter have also been 
linked with buzzards, suggesting the coinage ‘ash-buzzard’, with its connotations of a 
predator lurking within this copse.  
 There is also a building mentioned in this poem, which features traditional 
vernacular elements: ‘mullions’, ‘stone walls’, and an ‘outhouse’. Yet, despite its 
established qualities, the house itself is under siege, attacked by Hughes’s strong 
Yorkshire ‘wind’, as the epigraph makes plain. For the wind is not merely literal: it also 
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operates as a metaphor for Alice’s fury and anger. (Within the sequence as a whole, 
Alice questions an older patriarchal tradition and, in particular, the North of England’s 
masculine stereotypes.) The layout of the poem tries to reproduce this sense of bottled 
up energy, suggesting, through its justified margins, that the feeling of rage is caged 
up in a room.  
 However, the prose poem itself gestures to a world beyond this rectangle, by 
using intertextuality. Although this technique, one could argue, is a feature of all 
writing, Atherton and Hetherington’s own work in the prose poetry field frequently 
makes use of it. They regard it as a key feature of the form: 
Using intertextual references and allusions in prose poetry adds 
to the genre’s economy of expression and simultaneously allows 
for an ‘opening out’ of ideas when the reader’s knowledge of an 
intertext comes into play. Literary allusions enrich the reading 
experience, allowing the reader to add or contribute to the text 
through their prior knowledge. (2016, p.10) 
This is partly achieved in my own work through the use of dialect words, as detailed 
above, but also as a result of an imagined conversation with Hughes. In the second 
paragraph, my prose poem further develops this idea: ‘Ted, she thought, you’d scoff 
at drones, bombs and the Lycra men cycling’. A wider sense of northern identity and 
place is in flux. The location in West Yorkshire has become gentrified. Once a mill 
village, producing the Victorian cloth (fustian), it is now a tourist destination for, 
amongst others, ‘Lycra-clad cyclists’, and it is a home for ‘incomers’.  
 This sense of ‘northernness’ in a period of social change, or in opposition to a 
dominant south, is a particular characteristic of the writing of Tony Harrison. His focus 
is on class distinctions, perhaps most explicitly in his poem ‘Them and [Uz]’, where he 
highlights the vigour of his northern idiolect and the way it was frowned upon by 
academics within an Oxbridge education system. Here is the opening section: 
I 
αίαι, ay, ay! … stutterer Demosthenes 
gob full of pebbles outshouting seas – 
  
4 words only of mi ’art aches and … ‘Mine’s broken, 
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you barbarian, T.W.!’ He was nicely spoken. 
‘Can’t have our glorious heritage done to death!’ 
  
I played the Drunken Porter in Macbeth. 
  
‘Poetry’s the speech of kings. You’re one of those 
Shakespeare gives the comic bits to: prose! 
(Harrison, 2006, p.122) 
 
There is a sophisticated narrative voice at work here, one that can easily move 
between the world of classical references, received pronunciation and a particular 
type of northern vernacular.  I began to understand how a sense of place comes 
through the use of voice in a poem, and that the injustices, slights, disappointments 
and what is left unsaid can lie just beneath the stories we tell ourselves about place, 
home and belonging. Harrison’s palimpsestic voice reveals an anxiety about being 
somewhere between the two language registers. He is straddling both in a poem that 
is highly crafted.  
 I found I could relate to this sense of class injustice in his poetic voice as I have 
had a career of twenty years in community arts/literature, working with the 
marginalised communities of Rochdale, Oldham and Salford. But Harrison’s work has 
a different tone to my own writing. There is more belligerence and gruffness in his 
work, more alliteration and use of monosyllabic words; and, perhaps because of his 
masculine voice, I do not feel part of the ‘Uz’ he chooses to focus on.  
 I came from a different region of the North of England to Harrison and lost access 
to a local, northern dialect very early in my education.  Like many writers, I have since 
travelled extensively, and do not see myself as rooted in one community. The idea of 
place/home is therefore more complicated and palimpsestic. However, like Harrison, 
my local dialect was ‘bred’ out of me by an education system which favoured Received 
Pronunciation as a way to ‘better oneself’.  Received Pronunciation enjoyed high 
prestige in the Britain of my youth, being thought of as the ‘southern accent of those 
with power, money, and influence’, as discussed by David Crystal in the BBC radio 
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series, Voices (2014). Younger contemporary British poets like Liz Berry, based in the 
Black Country, have a more enlightened view: 
Choosing to write poems using dialect is like finding a locked box 
full of treasure. You know there’s all sorts of magical things 
inside, you just have to find the key that will let you in. So put 
down your notebook, close your laptop, and start listening to the 
voices around you. For this is the way in, the place where the 
strongest dialect poetry starts: a voice you can hear. (2016, p.1) 
 
Berry, whom I also see operating within a contemporary vernacular framework, makes 
a direct link between a rediscovery of vernacular language and a stronger connection 
to a sense of place. She describes it as being like an archaeological process, like digging 
up her own Staffordshire Hoard of gold, with words, sounds and phrases ‘glinting out 
of the muck’ (Berry, 2016, p.1), and out of the Black Country dialect spoken by people 
around her.  
 I considered whether this same process could be enacted in prose poetry and 
whether it resonated with my own writing methods. However, I realised that this 
approach to choice of diction was not one that chimed with me, perhaps because I 
have so little ‘vernacular’ left within my own lexicon, although it is at work in the use 
of place names, speech rhythms and inflexions, as in my poem ‘City Short Cut’: 
Alice and her cat set off for bread and milk, jaywalking through 
Manchester. Cars shave past on Princess Parkway, the tabby cat 
bristles, sensing the hot screech of rubber, but not tonight, not 
tonight.  
Alice buys cheap bread, pulls out slice after slice and tearing 
away crusts, rolling the sugary dough into balls, she slips them 
into her mouth. Remembers the feel of her best friend’s skin. 
They were giggly on liquorice and Ribena, stroking each other in 
the hot gloom of the wardrobe.  
The cat growls and grins. Dreams of milk and silkiness on her 
tongue, a full belly, a gas fire spitting. She stares into the saucer 
of the moon. The cat begins to vanish. (Caldwell, 2018)  
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Alice is clearly located within the city of Manchester in this prose poem but she is also 
situated in a parallel, dreamlike world with its grinning ‘Cheshire Cat’ and her own 
‘wardrobe’ of childhood memories.  The poem draw’s on Lewis Carroll’s techniques of 
surrealism and play to juxtapose a real city and imaginary one in close proximity. The 
poem is working with a number of language registers and compressed timeframes.  
The use of repetition – ‘not tonight, ‘not tonight’, and ‘slice after slice’ – mirrors the 
movement of her ‘jaywalking’ across the city, and the rhythm of everyday, colloquial 
speech. The final sentence takes the reader back to Carroll and reflects a thematic 
strand that I exploit throughout the prose poetry sequence, at the end of the 
collection, comparing the idea of the North to an imaginary ‘Wonderland’. Thus, Alice’s 
North is somewhere that can be seen afresh, through poetry, with a child-like sense of 
delight. It is a place of re-enchantment.  
 The Shetland based poet, Jen Hadfield is also a writer who sees her north with a 
sense of wonder). but she has a slightly different approach to Berry.  Hadfield talks 
about how the Shetland dialect is ‘flitting’ through her collection, Nigh-No-Place, as 
she demonstrates in this example, ‘Gish’:  
Gish, noun: a channel of water strained through the wet grass of 
a Fair Isle Field, where a conger eel, like a swathe of gleaming 
liquorice, might thresh till; or, the water that wells in hoof-
shaped holes in a pasture; the two rails of faint light in a flooded 
gaet (footpath, path leading to a beach); or, a leak from a 
washing machine; the black liquor that cooks out of mushrooms; 
or gish — if drinking means a person sleeps, the sound of breath 
like drowning; or gish — a pish in the dark, in a severe to 
moderate wind. (2008, p.36) 
 
Hadfield suggests in the notes to her collection that she has taken inspiration from The 
Shetland Dictionary (Graham, 1993). In the prose poem above, she plays with the idea 
of a definition of this word to create a series of miniature worlds. The poem is 
beautifully observed in the tiny descriptions of the place in which it is located and the 
vibrancy of the dialect it draws from. The imaginative phrases build, one upon the 
other, in a contrapuntal rhythm that thickens our understanding of place, environment 
and language, and the intimacy of the palimpsestic relationships between them. The 
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prose poem is held together by the repetition of the word ‘gish’ and circles around it 
with a lightness of touch.  Hadfield suggests the position of prose poet as ‘witness’ to 
the natural world through her close, observational style.  I have tried to emulate this 
notion of dialect ‘flitting’ through Hadfield’s writing by using snippets of speech from 
Alice’s family members in my work. I wanted a similar lightness of touch. For example, 
in the prose poem, ‘Nidderdale’, Alice remembers this northern proverb: ‘Her father 
would have remarked, it’s raining stair rods, lass or raining cats and dogs’.   
 As noted earlier, the idea of ‘contemporary vernacular’ within architecture 
carries strong connotations of environmental awareness, and an ecological approach 
to building and design. This could be seen to mirror the way contemporary poets, such 
as Jen Hadfield, have also risen to the challenge of considering how we are part of the 
more-than-human world, not separate from it: 
Two important traces of vernacular architecture can be 
resources for contemporary architecture: the deep respect and 
perfect communion with the natural environment and the 
perfect relation and understanding of users’ needs. The result of 
a complex balance between material, shape and natural context, 
vernacular architecture could become an extremely useful 
model of inspiration for the present. (Creanga, et al., 2010, 
p.157) 
Inspired by Hadfield’s attention to detail, in my own prose poetry collection I have 
homed in on small, neglected towns in the North of England as well as overlooked 
parts of cities. I grew up in an all-female household, in Congleton in Cheshire, and its 
suburban stories rarely feature in the more well-known narrative of the North as a 
region of industrial decline. My adolescence was instrumental in developing my 
identity as a writer who considers fleeting moments; what might be hidden in voices 
of quiet desperation, the secrets of family life and the interior world of women in 
particular.  This is one of the reasons that I allude to Dorothy Wordsworth’s letters 
within my creative work, as they are a source of inspiration that shines a spotlight on 
this interior world. For example, In the poem, ‘Wonderland’, I highlight her poetic gifts 
in my celebration of Alice’s North:  
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Alice’s north is a jut of the chin; dock-
pudding in spring or a well-gutted kipper; 
mill-loft conversions and Bronte themed 
day-trips; Branwell with gin in a Halifax 
tavern; Dorothy Wordsworth, fell 
walking all weathers; unquenchable love 
for an obstinate brother. Her trailblazing, 
wonder-filled copperplate letters.   
 
 Andrew Forster, who provided a back-cover blurb for my last poetry collection, 
Painting the Spiral Staircase, remarked that, ‘for a poet who thinks maybe I’ll just 
walk/out of my body altogether, these are poems of softly, intense, physical feeling. 
She takes the little moments of our lives and reinhabits them, making them resonate 
for us’ (2016).  In order to create this resonance in ‘Alice and the North’, I decided to 
write from the body, rather than step ‘out of my body altogether’ (2016, p.37), through 
a methodology that involved walking, photographing and writing. (I will explore this 
methodology in more detail in Chapter Three.) By walking, I have examined the in-
between places – the hinterlands, county boundaries and rural way markers of the 
North – to deepen my understanding of ‘northernness’ and identity. I was inspired by 
Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts’ work, Edgelands, in my choice of focus, 
which features many hidden landscapes of the North. These two writers see 
themselves as poets of the English lyric tradition, drawn to the idea of praise and 
celebration. I also place my work in this tradition.  They visualise ‘edgelands’ as a new 
‘wilderness’, between urban and rural, a debateable zone in a state of continual 
reinvention and ripe for poetic enquiry:   
The idea of edgelands does not just refer to parts of the physical 
environment. It’s a rich term for poetry too and can maybe help to 
break down other dualities. Poets have always been attracted to the 
overlooked, the telling details, the captured moment. (2011, p.6)  
Although I write about a wider set of locations in ‘Alice and the North’ than those 
featured in Farley and Symmons Roberts’ work, their reflections chimed with my 
notion of the contemporary North in a state of flux, difficult to define or pin down, and 
still characterised by outdated notions of its identity.  
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 As I go on to discuss in Chapter Two, my understanding of the geography of the 
North and how this shapes identity has come into sharper focus by mapping its 
pathways and littoral edges. Five of the prose poems in the first section of my 
sequence trace the possible borders of the North of England, including the county 
boundary of Staffordshire and the coastlines of Lancashire and East Yorkshire. I have 
moved away from the tropes of ‘dark satanic mills’, (Blake, 1804), or the bleak, 
apocalyptic view of the North, portrayed in Elmet (Figure 1.5, in Hughes’s poetry 
sequence and Fay Godwin’s photographs (Hughes and Godwin, 1994).  
 
 
Figure 1.5. Jumble Hole Clough, Elmet, (1994, p.96) © Fay Godwin. 
My prose poems reveal hidden stories of the North that exist beyond its urban centres 
and often focus on women’s cultural histories. For example, in drafting the poem 
‘Kippers’, I focused on the village of Craster to see whether it could offer a microcosm 
of the identity of the North as a region, as opposed to other communities that have 
been dominated by homogenised housebuilding and identikit chains of businesses and 
shops. Craster once thrived on herring fishing and has now lost this industrial function.  
Whilst fishing is still important, its main focus today is tourism and heritage.  The 
village’s vernacular architecture is part of its status as the most northern ‘Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty’ (Defra, 2019, p.10). The village is also at risk from climate 
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change because of coastal erosion and flooding. Here is the draft of my poem on 
Craster: 
These fishbones. They fill Alice’s kitchen with the memory of the 
shoreline and the taste of kelp and salt. The memory of herring 
quines and kists. Some stick in the throat, or spread themselves 
out on her plate, sending her choking and running for the phone 
to dial 999.  
At dawn, she heads for the Northumberland coast where the 
gannets are freewheeling. She remembers camping near the sea 
when love was tender and rockpool-clear. Turning through an 
arch, Alice drives headlong down the winding road to Craster 
harbour with its tiny semicircle of stone. Silver darlings are 
dripping with oil in the smoke-blackened sheds. Keeping her 
memories kippered and sweet all winter.  
 
The kippering of herrings once gave the coast of the North of England its identity, being 
one of the main sources of employment, especially for women, who gutted the fish 
(Fig. 1.6). Now there is only one business remaining, L. Robson and Sons in Craster, 
which uses one-hundred-year-old smokehouses.  
 In my prose poem, the image of ‘fishbones’ becomes a metaphor for memory, 
for the vernacular history of the village (‘quines’ and ‘kists’) and its changing sense of 
northernness.  Craster is the setting for early love, and is somewhere to preserve, in 
order to try to keep this memory alive. The metaphor of fishbones also carries 
connotations of choking and the painful nature of looking back into the past.  The 
subject matter of this prose poem cuts through the idea of sentimentality or nostalgia 
for a previous time. Gutting fish may have emancipated the women who did it, 
allowing them to travel and giving them independence, but it was also a very harsh 
way of life.  Salt cut into their fingers and their hands were so lacerated that they would 
be wrapped in makeshift bandages. The prose poem form gestures towards this wider 
cultural history but leaves it implicit.  
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Figure 1.6. Herring girls, North Shields. Edwin Smith/RIBA Library Photographs 
Collection (1930). ©Edwin Smith. 
Whilst re-drafting this poem, I decided that, in order to mirror the collection’s central 
theme, Alice needed to undergo a transformation.  I therefore added a second part to 
the first paragraph, wherein Alice becomes a boat, sailing out across the street. She is 
a fairytale-like creature in silk and slippers:   
These fishbones. They fill Alice’s kitchen with the memory of the 
shoreline and the taste of kelp and salt. The memory of herring 
quines and kists. Some stick in the throat, or spread themselves 
out on her plate, sending her choking and running for the phone 
to dial 999. Some bones are so sweet she spends a Saturday 
making a fish bone and feather necklace to wear to a party. She 
sails out across the street in a blue silk dress and calfskin slippers.  
 
 No Prince Charming is waiting. Alice has become a feminist character who can 
‘freewheel’ or drive herself headlong towards the sea if she wants to do so.  Through 
the writing of this piece, I was able to hint at this sense of a feminine, northern identity 
that escapes the shackles of the past, and forms the narrative backbone for the 
sequence as a whole. Her northern identity is also shaped by a growing awareness of 
the fragility of the North of England’s edges and borders. Through the persona of Alice, 
my prose poems draw on contemporary eco-poetics, highlighting the environmental 
fragility of the North’s coastlines.  In the poem, ‘Spurn Point (2)’, Alice observes: ‘If the 
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planet continues to warm, this place will be a snake’s tongue, swallowing itself once 
more’. A need for the return to a harmonious connection with the environment 
emerged as an underlying subtext in my exploration of the mutable borders of the 
North and the notion of a northern identity in flux. The process of redrafting my work 
made this subtext more apparent.  
 I realised that this insight introduced another poetic and architectural crossover. 
A deeper understanding of vernacular design and spatial characteristics could inform 
my enquiry. For example, Garnham and Thomas explore how, in the past, indigenous 
buildings were harmoniously suited to their particular landscape, such as igloos in the 
Arctic and stone houses in Orkney. They suggest that contemporary eco-architects can 
learn from this approach to design, arguing that ‘like plants and animals, a building 
must adapt itself to its habitat’ (2006, p.7) and look to biology and indigenous cultures 
to inform superior contemporary, design.  
 How might these principles apply to poetry? The work of Bachelard provided a 
key. Garnham and Thomas echo the ideas of Bachelard, who observed that ‘man is laid 
in the cradle of the house’, which is ‘the human being’s first world’ (1969, p.7). 
Bachelard discusses how certain kinds of spaces - their shape, size, arrangement and 
structure – resonate with the full depth of the developed psyche and allow for ‘well-
being’ (1969, p.7)  He clearly links the idea of the poetic image and principles of good 
design, citing poets’ memories or dreams of built spaces that have significance and 
conjure up images of shelter or protection: ‘great images have both a history and a 
pre-history... every great image has an unfathomable oneiric depth to which the 
personal past adds space and colour’ (1969, p.33). When re-drafting my prose poetry 
sequence, I tried to bear in mind these ideas, envisaging it as an architectural, three-
dimensional construct, using key images of buildings, stones and place names as 
through-lines and extended metaphors.  
 Furthermore, Bachelard demonstrates how the metaphor of the cave and the 
hut recur in literature, illustrating our deep psychological need for shelter. For 
example, he talks of how Thoreau built his hut in the Walden woods in an attempt to 
reconnect with the essential roots of America (1969, p.69).  Was I trying, through the 
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writing process, to reconnect with the roots of my ‘childhood’ North? As part of the 
research process for my collection, I wrote the following two prose poems to help me 
explore my personal history in the context of reading Bachelard. As the following 
extracts from drafts of two of my poems show, I attempted to focus on the significance 
of constructing a childhood den as well as engaging in a critical/creative conversation 
with Bachelard’s theoretical ideas:  
When Bachelard talked of nests and shells, he spoke to our 
bodies, rather than brains, our instinctive need to curl up, safe 
from turbulence;  our desire to shelter from the cyclones that life 
hurls when we are up on the moors without a coat, a flask of tea 
or a pair of good strong boots. (‘Space’, draft one) 
 
I remember the warmth of my father's forearm, the bass-clef 
comfort of having him close as we listened to Bach on Sunday 
afternoons. Rain streaked down the conservatory glass and 
peach-coloured roses hung their heads in the borders. I built a 
den in the disused garage from a table, three blankets and a 
muffle of old coats. My skin smelt of wood-dust. I remember a 
canopy made of brooms and garden canes, spiders scuttling 
across a concrete floor. The disturbing delight of my sister’s 
ghost-tales. (‘Down the Driveway’, draft two) 
 
I pictured the den in ‘Down the Driveway’ as both a physical setting for storytelling and 
as a portal for the imagination. One could argue that the prose poem is itself den-like, 
performing this function of containment. Creating an image such as this is like a psychic 
short-cut: a way of reconnecting with something lurking in the unconscious or the 
forgotten parts of the psyche. This notion of containment is developed by Atherton 
and Hetherington, who see ‘compression’ as a characteristic of the prose poetry form: 
Prose poetry tempers the features of traditional poetry and prose 
in order to conjure ramifying and verbally suggestive tropes where 
unfolding narratives are present but largely implicit, and the 
condensations of poetry are able to fall naturally into paragraphs 
rather than truncations of poetic lineation. In this way, prose 
poems frequently open up, TARDIS-like, to reveal much more than 
their actual size on the page would appear to allow. (2015, p.279)  
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Bearing this observation in mind, I do not want to push too far this notion of a prose 
poem as a place for containment or the notion of being a ‘den’. Although the form 
makes a repeated virtue out of brevity, other poetic forms such as the haiku or a 
sonnet could also be seen to be ‘TARDIS-like’ in their approach to shape and content.  
Furthermore, the exploration of space in the wider context of both lineated and prose 
poetry is more than a search for intimacy/interiority or belonging. The poetic image, 
when working well, can make the familiar strange as well as gesture to the wider, 
more-than-human world.   
 In this example of a simile from Seamus Heaney’s poem, ‘Casualty’, the coffins 
in the poem are transformed into blossoms, escaping the confines of the cathedral 
building: 
It was a day of cold  
Raw silence, wind-blown  
Surplice and soutane:  
Rained-on, flower-laden  
Coffin after coffin  
Seemed to float from the door  
Of the packed cathedral  
Like blossoms on slow water. 
(1979, p.6)  
 
Heaney’s use of the phrase ‘Like blossoms on slow water’ is extraordinary:  literally 
moving the environment of the poem from one element to another in five words. It 
was reading Heaney that encouraged me to focus on how to explore the world with a 
naturalist’s eye. His use of specific place names and landscapes is relevant to the wider 
environmental debate today.  I have used over thirty place names from the North of 
England as titles for prose poems and quoted others within the body of my work. (I 
will talk about this technique in more depth in Chapter Two.) Eion Flannery made the 
following observation about Heaney’s work on the announcement of his death in 
2013:  
This concern with the importance of local place to one’s sense of 
identity surely speaks directly to contemporary debates on 
environmental responsibility at global levels. This is not to 
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suggest that Heaney promoted a narrow localism in his work. 
Rather, as global citizens, we must become more sensitive to, 
and protective of, the ties that bind us as individuals and 
communities to our native landscapes. (2013, p.1) 
 
This observation underlines the point that writing can be focussed on the local and 
global at the same time: the two perspectives are not mutually exclusive. The notion 
of the ‘contemporary vernacular’ also contains what might appear to be two 
contradictory perspectives. In my own writing, I saw that my work could focus on a 
celebration of the distinctiveness of local places situated in the North, but also engage 
with the wider conversations on climate change and the importance of a poetic voice 
within this urgent, global debate.  
 
Conclusion  
Just as I have found the term and the region of Alice’s North impossible to define in 
singular terms, I would also argue that there is no single version of a northern 
contemporary vernacular. I have discovered so many variations within the North of 
England (and its poetry), and see the region as more of a container of different versions 
of non-standard English that are changing all the time, in response to immigration, 
urbanisation and our digital lives. But, by exploring the notion of the contemporary 
vernacular within architecture, my understanding of place and space has come into 
sharper focus. As a prose poet, I have examined the need to look not just forwards and 
backwards, but also laterally, to situate my poetry within the canons of contemporary 
writing. These insights provided the initial themes for the development of my poetics 
and helped me draw together key features of contemporary architecture, prose poetry 
and articulate how my persona operates within a prose poetry sequence.  
 Furthermore, I began to see the prose poem metaphorically in three dimensions, 
as an architectural space. The form has the potential to act as a series of passageways 
and doorways, or a container for intertextuality, allusion, and fragments of stories. I 
have discussed how ‘Alice and the North’ can be pictured as a construct, where each 
poem can act as a building block and has an interrelationship with the whole. My 
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collection gestures outwards to wider narratives of the North that lie beyond its 
boundaries, and the brevity and compression of prose poetry form is suited to this 
notion. The process of drafting my work has taken inspiration from new developments 
in eco-architecture, where a complex balance between the material shape of a 
building and its natural context has become a guiding principle. Just as one can 
envisage a building as a dynamic process of recycling, weathering and renewal, a prose 
poem can also be a space in flux, where a braided conversation between identity, the 
natural world and the built environment can take place. 
 Bachelard believed we were heading towards a ‘bungalow’ age and needed to 
reimagine the spaces that have special resonance for the psyche, such as cellars and 
attics. I am hoping that my prose poems will create similar resonances for readers, 
deepening and thickening their awareness of place through the richness of the 
linguistic possibilities that the prose poem has to offer.   
 Although the ekphrastic lens of architecture proved to be a fruitful source of 
enquiry into the way the prose poem can perceive place, I could see that there were 
certain limitations. It is a man-made discipline by its very nature and therefore not as 
useful when it comes to exploring the more natural landscapes of the North. 
Architecture may be more of a process-led art form than it first appears, but it cannot 
capture the sense of travelling through landscapes or the essence of a physical journey 
on foot. Therefore, I decided to develop my understanding of place through other 
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Chapter Two  
Reawakening Wonder: How Cartography can act as Creative 
Research for Prose Poetry 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I move away from a focus on the built environment into the more rural 
terrains of Alice’s North and consider how these might be represented in the space 
that exists between text and image.  The notion of mapping this North in writing 
provides a second, appropriate lens through which to explore this wider canvas and 
here I explore similarities between mapping and prose poetry, such as the use of 
symbolism. I introduce the idea of place as palimpsestic, inspired by Lucy Lippard, who 
defines place as a ‘layered location replete with human histories and memories’ (1997, 
p.7). Through my first enquiry into poetry and architecture, I touched upon this notion 
of how the built environment was palimpsestic in nature. This was evident in the 
archaeology of northern cities such as York, Manchester and Newcastle. Since 
exploring cartography and prose poetry, I discovered that maps could also bring this 
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palimpsestic way of perceiving place into sharper focus across the North’s diversity of 
wilder landscapes: its moors, mudflats, beaches and ancient woodlands. After 
examining this, I move on to investigate the theme of transgression to push my critical 
understanding of place-making even further. I consider what notions of North might 
lie off grid, beyond the safety of a map or the built environments in which most of us 
live.  I then discuss how prose poetry can be a vehicle for this crossing of boundaries, 
and as a way of exploring notions of north that exist only in our imaginations. Alice’s 
North emerges as a ‘Wonderland’ – both physical and mythical – in the way my prose 
poems are juxtaposed with maps.   
 The notion of a ‘Wonderland’ captures the way that many writers and artists 
have been interested in the aesthetic beauty and language of maps. Katherine Harman 
argues that ‘part of what fascinates us when looking at a map is inhabiting the mind of 
its maker, considering that particular terrain of imagination overlaid with those unique 
contour lines of experience’ (2004, p.11). This suggests a relationship that I, too, 
wanted to explore: between the personal experience that one gains from a particular 
place and the way that this experience, in turn, makes one read a place differently, 
more idiosyncratically, thus coming to influence one’s sense of identity. I also wanted 
to foreground Carroll’s idea of ‘Wonderland’ within my work in order to explore the 
idea of an enchanted, imaginary notion of north, and how this might enrich a sense of 
place and ‘northernness’.   
 This palimpsestic relationship – juxtaposing the process of cartography with 
creative writing – forms one part of this chapter’s focus and develops some of the 
ideas I have already discussed in Chapter One. But this relationship is linked to a 
second concern, which relates especially to coastal regions, where there is forever a 
tussle between sea and land over sovereignty. It struck me that prose poetry captured 
a similar tension between the prosaic and the poetic. The palimpsestic and littoral 
qualities of prose poetry thus provided the twin foci of this chapter, which explores 
these attributes in relation to a sense of place in the North.   
 In trying to grasp the concepts of the North visually, I used maps as a way of 
rethinking the relationship between the verbal and the visual.  As Sue Clifford writes, 
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Everyday people negotiate their way through known and 
unfamiliar territory using road, bus, tube maps, or the City A-Z. 
From sketching a meeting place on the back of an envelope to 
finding a site on the World Wide Web, maps are used as a second 
language. (1996, p.5)  
 
Here, Clifford is suggesting that map-reading and language have strong links: both are 
methods of human communication and use symbols in structured and conventional 
ways. Her observation also indicates how skilled we have become in reading maps and 
how we use them for far more than getting from A to B. We use them, for example, to 
find clothing, restaurants and friends, or even to play games. This insight made me 
think of Carrie Etter’s definition of the prose poem as ‘circling or inhabiting a mood or 
idea, perhaps remaining in one place (although not static) rather than moving from A 
to B as a lineated poem does’ (quoted in Corcoran, 2012, p.1).  Prose poetry is, as Ali 
Smith characterised it, an awkward, rebellious and playful form, and it has much to 
offer us in our contemporary explorations of place and space, whether that space be 
real or imaginary, physical or existential. It seemed particularly apposite for my 
exploration of ‘northernness’.  
 The form captures some of those character traits seen to be stereotypical of the 
North of England, such as stubbornness, abrasiveness and a deprecating sense of 
humour.  For example, Stuart Maconie includes an observation on the industrial North 
from the filmmaker Chris Lethbridge in Pies and Prejudice: In Search of the North 
(2007): ‘it has a compulsion to preen and show off. It is narcissistic, contrary and 
wayward, and yet you cannot help but love it. It is both admirable and maddening.’  
(2007, p103). Similarly, Ali Smith echoes this contrariness when discussing the 
properties of the prose poem, suggesting it ‘provides a home for the sentence that 
refuses to make sense and the paragraph that refuses to progress […] continuing to 
attach itself to the big and little mysteries of the world’ (2014, p.113).  
 One of the ways that cartography and prose poetry complement each other is 
through the use of symbolism and imagery, which are intrinsic to both art forms. The 
research for this chapter explored three things: the processes of omission and 
distortion, the significance and wonder of place names and, finally, how thematic 
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maps led me to link place and identity more closely. It was this last insight that I then 
applied to the creative process, juxtaposing a coastal map with my own text, to show 
how the littoral nature of prose poetry can be brought into sharper focus, in the way 
it straddles the two forms, poetry and prose. As a form, it is suited to writing about 
borders and coastlines, mirroring the way the land and sea intermingle in these fragile 
ecotones.  
 I discovered that combining maps and prose poetry enabled me to explore the 
imaginative, mythical power of maps as a creative tool for writing. I now see 
cartography as more of a subjective discipline than it might at first appear. Through 
undertaking a series of ‘narrative journeys’ across the North of England, I became 
aware of the wonder of its topography, geology, history, and my own personal 
connections to place. The notion of the North as mutable, changing according to one’s 
cultural viewpoint and specific location, was reinforced by working with both historical 




The links between maps and literature have always held a strong interest for me, 
because I was brought up on writers who used the imaginative power of maps to 
create a sense of place,  whether it was A.A. Milne and E.H. Shepard’s ‘Hundred Acre 
Wood’ in Winnie-the-Pooh or Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. However, as I 
began my research, I became aware of a body of work that was already exploring the 
links between mapping and creative writing in more imaginative ways. Some of the 
writers in this area examine existing places, on the cultural edge, in far-flung locations, 
whereas others explore landscapes that are entirely invented, but they all celebrate 
how mapmaking can become a powerful tool in the exploration of identity and the 
imagination. In conjunction, map and text can act as creative stimuli, encouraging 
readers to examine the space between words and visual images in new ways.  
 Maps have inspired poets for centuries. Homer sang about Achilles’ shield, which 
might be considered to be the first verbal description of a cosmological map in classical 
literature and an early example of ekphrasis. The Poetry Foundation web site (2020) 
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defines the term ekphrasis as ‘a vivid description of a scene or, more commonly, a 
work of art’.  Contemporary poets have used a wide range of prompts such as imagined 
work of art, an intense memory or a dream. It therefore seemed appropriate to 
explore the territories between maps and texts, using this technique as a starting point 
and building on the premise that a map is also a work of art.  
 In what follows, then, I shall discuss several examples of research that explores 
the interrelationship of map and text, beginning with Peter Turchi’s fascinating book, 
Maps of the Imagination: The Writer as Cartographer (2007), which sees mapping as a 
‘potent metaphor’ for writing. The book investigates how cartography can shed light 
on the ways in which writers might approach the blank page, by selecting and omitting 
material to create a fictional world and taking on the intertwining roles of ‘explorer’ 
and ‘guide’.  
 My second example comes from Judith Schalansky, the German writer and 
graphic designer of The Pocket Atlas of Remote Islands: Fifty Islands I Have Not Visited 
and Never Will (2011). Her maps celebrate simplicity and clarity by using a limited 
colour palette to represent the contours of her chosen islands, which all stand isolated 
in seas of blue. The only text on the maps comes from place names. Drawing on cultural 
history, Schalansky’s work includes poetic passages of text alongside each map. She 
makes the relationship between her work and poetry clear in her introduction: ‘beyond 
their actual coordinates, islands will always be places we project onto, places we cannot 
get a hold on through scientific methods but through literature. This atlas is therefore 
primarily a poetry project’ (Schalansky, 2011, p.9). Alastair Bonnet, a geography 
professor at Newcastle University in the UK, also explores what he calls ‘our need for 
geographical re-enchantment’ in his book, Off the Map (2015), writing about areas that 
are off grid, underground, or that have simply stopped existing. Finally, there is the 
Scottish writer Malachy Tallack, who wrote The Undiscovered Islands (2016), illustrated 
by the artist Katie Scott. The book investigates twenty-four islands that are figments of 
the imagination. As Tallack himself laments, ‘The science of navigation has worked 
towards the eradication of uncertainty and the end of mystery, and to an astonishing 
degree it has succeeded... and though that technology brings its own kind of wonder, 
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part of us mourns what has been lost’  (quoted in Cox, 2016, p.1). The reviewer, Roger 
Cox, goes on to say,  
never mind the sterile certainty of Google Earth, here’s Onaseuse, an 
island in the South Pacific ‘discovered’ in 1825 by one Captain Hunter 
and the crew of his ship the Donna Carmelita. With Onaseuse, as with 
many islands in this book, the charm lies in trying to separate the facts 
from the fiction. (2016, p.1) 
 
This is not a definitive selection, but, as the title of this chapter proclaims, I too was 
seeking to reawaken a sense of wonder in cartography, in my case, through the 
creative juxtaposition of prose poetry and maps.  
 
The Poetic Potential of Maps 
In poetry itself, the relationship between mapping and writing has a venerable 
tradition. The geographer and critic Adele Haft carefully describes the similarities 
between the art of poetry and cartography in her study of Elizabeth Bishop’s famous 
poem, ‘The Map’ (1935). As Haft puts it:  
Like a responsible cartographer, Bishop avoids cluttering her 
image with too much information. Bishop satisfies her reader’s 
expectation of geographic detail yet maintains clarity through 
her selection and ordering of the features on her verbal map. 
…The brevity of Bishop’s poem and the simplicity of her language 
allow the piece, like a map, to be taken in quickly by the eye. 
(2001, p.36)  
 
Haft goes on to explain how Bishop encloses the middle, unrhymed stanza of the poem 
with the abba pattern of rhyme in the first and final stanzas, comparing this framing 
with the notion of a mapmaker’s ‘neat line’. She sees the brevity of Bishop’s poem and 
this use of two rhymed stanzas as a poetic way of framing a subject.  On the printed 
page, this poem also mirrors a coastline in its use of line-endings: 
Land lies in water; it is shadowed green. 
Shadows, or are they shallows, at its edges 
showing the line of long sea-weeded ledges 
where weeds hang to the simple blue from green.  
Or does the land lean down to lift the sea from under, 
drawing it unperturbed around itself? 
Along the fine tan sandy shelf 
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is the land tugging at the sea from under? 
 
The shadow of Newfoundland lies flat and still. 
Labrador's yellow, where the moony Eskimo 
has oiled it. We can stroke these lovely bays, 
under a glass as if they were expected to blossom, 
or as if to provide a clean cage for invisible fish. 
(Bishop, 2011, p.5)  
 
When writing about the colours of the map, Bishop takes the reader into an 
imaginative space, where she puts forward an idea and then immediately revises and 
questions it: ‘shadows, or are they shallows?’ In the use of further questions and 
observations, the poem becomes both an exploration of the art of mapmaking and the 
poetics of a writer’s mind: a mind thinking and creating. For example, in the first 
stanza, Bishop probes the geographical image. She personifies the land, and her 
unanswered questions about the land and the sea could be taken as a metaphor for 
the interplay between our conscious and unconscious thought processes. Bishop 
questions the orthodox notion that the land represents our rational, conscious self, 
whereas the sea represents a more free-flowing, inchoate unconscious. Instead, she 
suggests that this might be an oversimplification, that it is wrong to see these two 
areas as so discrete. Perhaps the land itself has unconscious roots and is ‘tugging’ at 
the ‘sea from under’. In this way, the poem can be read as a celebration of the wonder 
of both the map-maker’s artistry and the creative process of writing itself.  
 This, for me, was where the notion of the poetic text having a palimpsestic 
relation with the landscape arose, as did the associated idea of a particular place and 
text feeding off one another. Consequently, I began superimposing prose poems on 
maps. It seemed that this process allowed me to foster a deeper relationship with a 
place than that offered by a simple A to B narrative: one that was more subjective, 
rebellious and playful.  In summary, to borrow the words of Katherine Whitehorn’s 
memoir, I decided to re-draft my whole collection of prose poems, not as a ‘simple 
narrative, a road with milestones, but more like a rugged heath with occasional 
signposts’ (2007, p.241). My prose poems aspired to the status of visual maps, charting 
the rugged terrain of the North with the occasional signpost.   
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Symbolism: Different modes of Exploration  
When redrafting my own prose poetry, I was mindful of some of the issues raised by 
Haft in her exploration of mapping in Bishop’s poem. I saw the need for the careful 
selection of material, for the detailed examination of the techniques of each medium 
and, particularly, the way that both a poem and a map rely on symbols.  Although used 
for different purposes, one could argue that symbolism and imagery are tools of the 
trade in bringing alive a sense of place in both poems and maps. In the introduction to 
Contourlines, a book of poems and art about landscape, M.E.J. Hughes succinctly 
makes this point:  
This whole book can be described as an essay in mapmaking, a 
series of what Les Murray has called elsewhere ‘translations 
from the natural world’. These are, after all, journeys, not in 
woods and fields and mountains, but in words and images. The 
writings collected here are translations of the landscape into 
symbols. And what is more like a map than that? (2009, p.xiii) 
 
Bearing this similarity in mind, I set myself the creative challenge of taking a map of 
the North of England and using the text within it as inspiration for a prose poem.  
Accordingly, I took the British Ordnance Survey symbols and borrowed terms that are 
used to describe terrain, roads and water features, coming up with words and phrases 
like ‘beacon’, ‘high tideline’ and ‘single-track road with passing places’. Once I had the 
beginnings of a narrative, this process resulted in a ‘found’ prose poem set in the North 
of England that used the language of maps as an extended metaphor for love and loss. 
In a later draft, reproduced below, the place names themselves became an extended 
metaphor for the emotional journey that the prose poem depicts, as shown, for 
example, in the clause: ‘she’s Bridlington in winter’. In the found text, I carefully 
inserted verbs and adverbs from maps to chart the progress of a relationship, including 
its downward trajectory. Thus, the poem starts with Alice being ‘giddy’ and her love 
‘riding’ above the tideline. Her state of mind is described at the end of the prose poem 
as being ‘without purpose’ and ‘disused’. I realised one of the joys of a writer’s toolkit: 
exploring the elasticity of language. The active verbs in this prose poem produce the 
forward momentum of a relationship and sequence of events in a way that a map 
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cannot do, even when it is used as an aid for a journey. In this way, a writer can act as 
a reader’s emotional guide and explorer. This is the complete poem:  
When they met, their love was a beacon, silvering 
water with light. They were giddy and coastal, riding 
above the high, blue tideline. Through the Trough of 
Bowland, he was her contour and field-guide, her 
single-track road with passing places, her Leeds to 
Liverpool towpath. Each Bingley year together was a 
five-rise lock, brimming over with love. And their 
Pennine Way was a dashing, red line of pleasure.  
 
Now he’s gone, Alice is all mud and shingle. She’s 
Bridlington in winter. A dry canal without purpose or 
clay. A Flamborough Head lighthouse (disused.) Her 
days are flat rocks and sea-cliffs to be scaled before 
sundown.  Without him, she’s out in The Wash: all 
marsh and saltings.  
(‘Mapping’) 
 
I particularly liked the way the brevity of the poem renders its meaning quickly 
accessible, just as a map itself has an immediacy in the way it represents things. 
Instead of using Bishop’s traditional tools of rhyme and metre to hold the poem 
together, I use brief, lyric sentences and place names.  Instead of stanza breaks I have 
broken my poem into two paragraphs and, more radically, have given it a more overt, 
rectangular frame that not only helps dictate the line endings but also gives the poem 
the semblance of a folded O.S. map.    
 This prose poem form takes Haft’s concept of ‘framing of subject’ (2001, p.43) 
one step further. Indeed, my whole collection could be interpreted in terms of the grid 
patterns of a map. But whereas a cartographer places a grid on a map to enable 
readers to pinpoint their location, my intention is different. In the above poem, 
‘Mapping’, I use the rectangle and the diction of cartography more imaginatively, to 
chart the end of a relationship. I am less interested in producing an accurate guide to 
a physical place for travellers, although I hope that my own mapping will provide 
readers with emotional resonances from their own journeys.  
 My format echoes that of Anne Carson in her book of prose poems, Short Talks 
(2014). This was deliberate as I wanted to draw the reader’s attention to the edges 
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and limits of what the prose poem (and the act of mapping) can represent: that sense 
of the littoral, whether literal or more metaphorical.  Although Carson’s northern 
landscape is colder and grander in scale than the North of England, I think a sense of 
place has had a profound effect on her choice of form. As Margaret Christakos 
observes, ‘other northern sensations rise up as I think of Short Talks: their immense 
brevity speaks of corporeal limits, reminding my ear of the short walks that can be 




Subjective Omissions and Distortions  
As my research progressed, I began to understand the way maps work and what they 
represent and to re-examine the intentions of cartographers and writers more deeply. 
When I bought a copy of A Tudor Atlas of Great Britain, created by John Speed in 1612 
(Fig. 2.1), I was fascinated to discover that so many place names of towns and villages 
on his map of Yorkshire have remained the same. The Norse roots of many village 
names highlight the patterns of invasion and settlement by Vikings.  
 However, it would be difficult to use this map to travel between the named 
places as there are no roads or pathways joining them, only the river system and the 
streets of the main cities. Apart from the transport links, Speed has marked the deer 
parks and county boundaries, along with the hills and mountains, which are drawn like 
molehills. The maps are highly decorated, with the portraits and heraldry of the 
nobility, who owned most of the land, represented in each of the counties’ borders.  
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Figure 2.1. The West Riding of Yorkshire. Reproduced by kind permission of the Syndics of 
the Cambridge University Library PR-ATLAS-00002-00061-00001-000-00066.tif (Atlas.2.61.1) 
(Speed [1612] 1995, p.201). 
 
The imagery of this early map gives an insight into Speed’s methods. He was a historian 
and wished to produce maps that could be used for official, administrative purposes 
and to highlight ownership, but he also ensured that he produced something elaborate 
and beautiful, and kept his wealthy audience in mind.  As Nigel Nicolson, the editor of 
the volume, suggests, his maps ‘could be kept in a private library, where it was a way 
of travelling in imagination without expense or fatigue’ (1995, p.7).   
 The way in which this map reveals Speed’s preoccupations is developed as a 
theme in The Power of Maps by Denis Wood. He argues that maps are far from 
objective, saying more about the society and the mapmaker than a reader might first 
think:  
All maps incorporate assumptions and conventions of the 
society and the individuals who create them. Such biases seem 
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blatantly obvious when one looks at ancient maps but usually 
become transparent when one examines maps from modern 
times. Only by being aware of the subjective omissions and 
distortions inherent in maps can a user make intelligent sense of 
the information they contain. (1993, p.90) 
However, in the process of creative writing, the writer is obviously working on a more 
personal level than a cartographer. Both share a similar set of cultural biases and 
frameworks, but I aim to understand, rather than ‘control’ a sense of place within my 
own work.  The act of writing involves a process of ‘subjective omissions’ and 
‘distortions’, revealing the cultural context and preoccupations of the poet in her work. 
Peter Terchi develops this view of the writing process in Maps of the Imagination, 
where he observes that short-fiction writing is a balancing of details and white space, 
and that what fires a reader’s imagination is ‘the art of selecting what little the reader 
needs to know’ (2007, p.51).  This is fertile territory for the prose poet as well as the 
short-fiction writer. For example, I wrote the following prose poem, ‘Crossroads’, just 
after the UK vote to leave the European Union in the summer of 2016: 
 
After Brexit, the crossing of barriers of all kinds 
became important. Straddling, hurdling, hanging 
votives on fences, cutting through wire or 
hammering concrete. Her mother had been at 
Greenham and wove Suffragette-coloured ribbons 
into the barrier surrounding the air base. Her father 
had worked in Berlin when the wall was punched 
through and the sky was brimming with freedom, 
firecrackers and laughter. She’d once tried to find a 
check-point in the wall in Belfast. It snaked its 
poisonous route through back gardens and yards, 
past murals of armed men and curbstones painted 
red, white and blue.   
 
Any wall begins in the mind, but the mind and heart 
can dissolve this hardening, just as salt crystals or 
honey dissolve into water, soothing our throats, 
making our voices sweeter and more sonorous in 
tone.  
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This prose poem has an angry tone, which is accentuated by the repetition of verbs 
that suggest movement, violence and transgression: ‘straddling’, ‘hurdling’, ‘hanging’, 
‘punched’, ‘brimming’. I have placed the Greenham Airbase fence, the Berlin Wall and 
Belfast’s ‘peace line’ wall into a compressed paragraph, and the syntax makes these 
walls and fences appear like a set of dominoes about to fall over, into the white space 
of the paragraph break that follows. This concluding section highlights an emerging 
idea: a pro-European stance, and a vision of a future where the need for mapping 
territorial borders is not necessary. I deliberately chose to start a new paragraph here 
and leave a blank space to imply this imagined future, thereby inviting readers to ‘map’ 
this world for themselves. The poem also gestures towards a family history of 
transgression through the careful selection of potent crossing points and moments of 
history that bring together a father, mother and daughter in acts of rebellion.   
 As a creative way of exploring this personal history, employing a subjective, 
palimpsestic sense of place, I have used the visual potential of a Google, topographical 
map of the town of Congleton (in Cheshire, UK), as a route into memory and childhood. 
Terchi explains how this impulse to locate oneself is tens of thousands of years old and 
began, before the creation of actual maps, with a mental mapping process. He argues 
that ‘our sense of place is in many ways more important than objective fact’ (2000, 
p.28). This observation could point to the intertwined, aural roots of poetry and 
mapping.  
 I chose to explore the meaning of place in the small British town of Congleton in 
Cheshire because I knew it intimately from my childhood and found that looking at a 
map brought back a wealth of forgotten memories and associations. My notion of 
‘northernness’ became less fixed and more intertwined with a troubled personal 
history and memory. My north was a conflicted place. I had wished to escape from it 
as a child and re-connect with it in later life in order to capture a sense of belonging.  
 In exploring the town’s significance to my writing, I found the following 
definition of place particularly useful. The American art critic, Lucy Lippard, describes 
place as ‘latitudinal and longitudinal within the map of a person’s life. It is temporal 
and spatial, personal and political. A layered location replete with human histories and 
memories, place has width as well as depth’ (1997, p.7). Unlike a map, a prose poem 
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can explore this palimpsestic territory by reaching beyond a two-dimensional, visual 
representation of the world, bringing this territory alive in time by multi-sensory 
exploration and through telling us its stories through the voices of its people. I began 
to see this braiding process at work throughout my whole collection. It is evident in 
my sensory exploration of the North, particularly through the use of synaesthetic, 
metaphorical lists:  
 
She’s looking for edges.  Alice sketches the smell of 
heather burning, the echo of clogs, coal, and the 
black faced ewes snaking through the gaps in 
Hadrian’s wall. (‘Alice and the Borders’)  
 
To discern the border of the North, Alice turns to sketching, but this activity is 
complicated. The list that follows mixes the visual representation of Hadrian’s Wall 
with images evocative of two other senses: an olfactory one, drawing on the smell of 
the heather being burnt in upland grouse-shooting areas, and an auditory one (the 
‘echo of clogs’), to indicate this border area’s complex history and the multiple uses of 
its land. The attempt at synaesthesia reflects the difficulty of the task of drawing a 
border. Canadian artist, Brandy Gale, describes how she experiences synaesthesia as 
a medical condition in her artistic statement for her solo exhibition, Mermaids in the 
Basement, (June-July 2019). She paints the sensory panorama of each locale in her 
work and attempts to capture, select, and transmit these subjective experiences. This 
was an idea I wished to emulate in this prose poem, showing how Alice finds herself 
unable to pin down the border with one drawing. Instead, she creates images which 
represent the border’s permeability and uncertain status, evoked by the ‘ewes snaking 
through gaps’. This phrase could act as a metaphor for my creative work as a whole, 
and how I view Alice’s North as a place in flux. The idea permeates the collection, 




The Power of Place Names  
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The complexity of the North of England’s ‘width’ and ‘depth’ is perhaps most apparent 
in the way in which I use place names, so I began to examine in more detail how they 
operated in poetry and cartography. Bishop eloquently observes the topographical, 
visual beauty of place names on a map, and even hints at how poet and cartographer 
share an emotional response to their power: 
 
The names of seashore towns run out to sea, 
the names of cities cross the neighbouring mountains 
the printer here experiencing the same excitement 
as when emotion too far exceeds its cause.  
(‘The Map’, [1935], 2011, p.5)  
 
When redrafting my prose poetry collection for the fourth time, I noted that forty out 
of the sixty poems I had put together had a place name in the title, and many relied on 
the naming of places within the body of the text to embed the poems etymologically 
within the North. I can trace this tendency back to reading, as a young poet, Seamus 
Heaney’s work. Blake Morrison has noted the frequency with which Heaney uses place 
names in his writing and argues that they are a form of ‘political etymology’, providing 
‘a history of linguistic and territorial dispossession’ (1982, p.41). I think Heaney also 
uses place names to take the reader closer to the landscape of his childhood. In my 
own writing, I think place names operate in the same way: as touchstones or tuning 
forks, resonating with an elegiac, personal sense of place. I do not share Heaney’s Irish 
history of Catholic oppression, but I do share his sense of a troubled, childhood 
landscape in my writing, which became more prevalent as I re-drafted this collection 
of prose poems.  
 The act of naming a place has different connotations for a map-maker to that of 
a poet.  I agree with Schalansky’s assessment of cartography’s more disturbing history: 
 
Mapmaking follows on the heels of discovery; and a new place is 
born with a new name. This foreign land is both occupied and 
possessed, and the act of conquering is repeated in the map. 
Only when a place has been precisely located and measured can 
it be actual and real. Every map is the result and the exercise of 
colonial violence. (2011, p.26)  
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Within my own work, the naming of towns and villages serves as more a personal way 
of anchoring and recalling a sense of place and kinship with the North of England. This 
is in line with the observation of Neil Wenborn and M.E.J. Hughes, that ‘names and the 
naming of places’ is ‘perhaps the most fundamental of human attempts to fix the 
landscape in words’ (2009, p.xii). Names can act like signposts into memory.  
Therefore, a place name can be a short cut through to how our identities are shaped 
by the power of places, particularly those geographical locations associated with 
formative early life.  
 As I was interested in the emotional territory that these signposts might lead to, 
I began to explore the subtext and relationship of northern place names and poetry in 
my research. By superimposing the following prose poem onto a Google map (Figure 
2.2), both the palimpsestic nature of place, and the act of naming took on more 
disturbing connotations. This ekphrastic approach opened the space beyond 
signposts. The secrets of a childhood became exposed in the gaps between the town 
of Congleton and outlying Cheshire farmsteads. 
 
 
Figure 2.2. Prose Poem and map of Congleton ©Google Maps, 2017  
 
 The act of naming is not one of colonisation in this poem but is more akin to the 
process of ‘naming and shaming’ the characters in the landscape: an ice-cream man 
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and Mr Riches. My prose poem ends with the metamorphic image of a girl as a horse 
in a boggy field. The notion of someone transforming herself into a horse indicates the 
possibility of how to escape the clinging ‘muddiness’ of such childhood experiences. I 
have reproduced the third draft of this particular prose poem, in which the map in the 
background of the poem sets up an interesting set of parallels that are unexpected and 
accidental. The map includes blue images of meres and lakes, and the place names, 
Mossley (boggy field) and Spenmoss. The name, Birch Tree Farm, is also echoed in the 
final line of the prose poem. The disturbing sexual details of the poem suggest that the 
relationships between children and adults in this place are like a quagmire. The murky 
grey background and patches of blue on the map complement this theme. This 
ekphrastic approach to the work opened the space beyond signposts.  
 Terchi sees this use of blank space at work in the processes of both writer and 
mapmaker: 
 
The blank page, then is only a beginning, as opposed to the 
beginning. Even after we mark the page, there are blanks within 
what we create. Maps are defined by what we include but are 
more revealing in what they exclude. (2007, p.29)  
 
I realised that these blank spaces in both the map and poem suggested a more fluid, 
troubled connection to place than I had previously thought, hinting at the sexuality 
and secrets of the characters. This second, ekphrastic enquiry was developing as a 
resonant, creative avenue with which to explore place.   
 
Thematic Maps, Place and Identity 
 
One of the emerging themes in my prose poetry was an exploration of an imaginative 
space that could be seen as culturally off grid or off limits. I was creating a set of 
linguistic and visual spaces where family secrets and the emerging sexuality of the 
main narrator could be ‘mapped’ and partially brought out into the open. The maps’ 
particular landmarks spark memories, just as an epitaph crystallises a whole life. A 
more overarching narrative is hinted at in the collection, but not made explicit. My 
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prose poetry collection poses the following question for the reader: is Alice reframing 
her childhood, nationhood and gender role within this space that seems to be off grid?  
 This reframing is also present in my use of intertextuality and allusion, and the 
way my writing process straddled the different artforms of architecture, cartography 
and writing. The ‘off-grid’ spaces between these disciplines were a rich territory in 
which to re-imagine the concepts of identity and place. The larger narrative structures 
I alluded to in my work were taken from literary works such as Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland, and the lives of northern writers, including Dorothy Wordsworth, the 
Brontës and Ted Hughes, plus memoirs, autobiographies and works of natural history. 
The prose poem’s ability to circle an idea and explore it through this use of 
intertextuality and allusion added another layer to the relationship between person 
and place. By being juxtaposed with a prose poem, the maps in my prose poetry 
collection took on a three-dimensional quality, giving each landscape in the North 
greater ‘width and depth’.  
 In The Lure of the Local, Lippard weaves together cultural studies, history, 
geography, and contemporary art to provide an examination of our ‘multiple senses’ 
of place. I decided to explore a wider range of thematic and topographical maps to 
build up a multi-dimensional sense of place and to explore a synaesthetic sense of the 
North.  This 1890 geological map of the North of England (Fig. 2.3) highlights layers of 
bedrock that cross the country.  
 
Alice and the North: an exploration, through the prose poem, of place, and notions of 
‘northernness’  





Figure 2.3.  New Large-Scale Atlas of the British Isles, 1890, (Bacon, 2017) 
 
 Geology, and the language associated with it, proved to be a rich pathway to 
explore in my writing. This map gave me a new perspective on how to begin to define 
the underlying character of ‘northernness’ in England, through playing with the idea 
of geological strata, and what these strata might represent. For example, in the 
following draft of a prose poem, I have taken the key rock formations of the North of 
England and used geological terminology to describe the cadences of the language of 
people who now live there. I wished to indicate the diversity of the northern 
population through the interplay of language and landscape as well as through the 
metaphor of rock strata of the region:  
Her wildness of language is gritstone and millstone; 
volcanic in nature or limestone dissolving in caverns 
and sinkholes; lost snickets and ginnels,  all 
morgrawm and mizzle:  don’t mither me now, with 
your fracking and twaddle. 
 
The strong, dactylic metre and enjambment have the effect of driving the reading 
forwards, like a person striding across a landscape, map in hand. The use of a northern, 
colloquial lexis, captured in words like ‘mither’ and ‘twaddle’, emphasises the sense of 
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place through the voices of its people.  The phrase ‘northern grit’ is often used as a 
stereotypical, shorthand to describe identity in the North of England. I have played 
with this notion in the prose poem, widening its scope.  
 This is the first time I have deliberately used metre in my sequence of poems. In 
subsequent drafts, I came to realise that this prose poem formed a fitting conclusion 
to the collection. It did so for two reasons. First, its strong rhythm added a sense of 
finality to my selected list of characteristics: ‘fragile uplands’, ‘permeable borders’, 
‘wildness of language’ ‘jut of the chin’. These characteristics of Alice’s North 
summarise themes in the rest of the prose poem cycle and draw them together in one 
place.  Second, the metre also emphasises the idea of the main character walking on 
a journey, ‘striding’ across the northern lands.   Had there been a goal or destination 
in sight, then it would not have been nearly so effective. As it is, there is the suggestion 
that the journey is open-ended, implying that an understanding of the North of 
England must be an ongoing process.  
  
The Fragile, Littoral Edges  
In his book, The Practice of Everyday Living, the philosopher Michel de Certeau (1984) 
writes about the ‘spatial acting out’ of place - how as visitors, or travellers, we move 
through the topographies of an urban landscape. In so doing, he echoes the work of 
Guy Débord, who I will discuss more fully in Chapter Three.  De Certeau suggests that 
maps tell ‘spatial stories’ (quoted in Bailey, 2017, p.60). This characteristic is something 
I am interested in exploring in a wilder, more rural setting than the urban settings 
many writers have explored in the field of psychogeography. (For example, Ian 
Sinclair’s London Orbital (2002) and Rebecca Solnit and Joshua Jelly-Schapiro’s 
wonderful atlas of New York, Nonstop Metropolis (2016) are characterised by city 
locations).  
 This idea of a ‘spatial story’ or a walking journey across the wilder reaches of the 
North of England is ever-present in my poem sequence, often coupled with an 
awareness of the effects of climate change. A sense of fragility is also present in 
Schalansky’s writing about northern islands in the Atlantic, where she describes St 
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Kilda, for instance, as not existing: ‘Your name is just a faint cry made by the birds that 
make their home on the furthest edge of the United Kingdom’ (2011, p.48).   
 As I discussed in Chapter One, the idea of the fragility of a place seems to be 
strongest in the marginal areas of the North.  For example, I layered a map of a walk 
along Spurn Point, on the north-east coast of England, and created a prose poem with 
the same name. The area is a narrow spit of land at continual risk of erosion. I mounted  
my prose poem on the Ordnance Survey Landranger map, just inside the mouth of the 
Humber estuary (Fig. 2.4). This makes the poem seem as though it is ‘drowning’ in 




Figure 2.4. Spurn Point, Ordnance Survey, © Crown copyright and database rights 2017. 
 
When redrafting the poem, I realised that these two clauses, ‘as she walks towards the 
lighthouse, she thinks of what it might be like to be imprisoned’, hint at the way that 
walking and writing are intertwined. Body and place also merge: the place names that 
Alice writes in sand become, for her, like skin cells. This list of names therefore mirrors 
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the mapping of a personal past and suggest that Alice is trying to ‘fix’ a set of memories 
that are difficult to retain. The littoral land itself is under threat in the poem (and in 
actuality, because of global warming). This idea of threat is also present in the way that 
Alice is trying to write down the names of places and people that anchor her to the 
North of England and give her a sense of belonging.   
 Paradoxically, in this place which, one could argue, is one of the most open and 
desolate in the British Isles, Alice explores the idea of being imprisoned, where the 
process of writing about place becomes an act of rebellion. The theme of transgression 
emerges in the tension that exists between form and content, between the 
compressed nature of prose poetry imposed on a map and the text’s freedom from 
more traditonal poetic forms. The narrator of my poem is likened to the Russian poet 
Irina Ratushinskaya, scratching poetry into soap or into a Siberian wall. This tension is 
mirrored in the visual nature of the work: the prose poem is literally trapped within the 
gridlines of the map, tightly framing its subject.   
 A search for identity lies in the white space on the page and the sense of needing 
to explore beyond the frames I have chosen to work within. It has led me to explore 
what lies beyond the content of what a topographical map can represent. Through the 
interweaving of physical, sensory place and the emotional ‘lost’ spaces of my 
childhood, my braided notion of Alice’s North emerged. The editor of Contourlines 
describes how writing about the natural world has this impulse at its heart:  
 
The memorial instinct is at root the desire to preserve, to fix in 
art what is fluid and fleeting in nature. But we are reminded, too, 
how stubbornly landscape resists such fixatives, forever eluding 
the frames with which we try to enclose it. (Hughes, 2009, p.xiii)  
 
Throughout this writing process, some of the most exciting moments occurred when 
my work pushed up against the frames or boundaries I tried to impose on it, and 
gestured to a wilder sense of identity and place. Robert MacFarlane, discussing Edward 
Thomas, describes this more fluid sense of place, one that is impossible to experience 
when viewing a map: 
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[Thomas] was alert to landscape’s instabilities, to the unbidden 
adhesions of memory that can bind one place to another, to the 
insubstantial silver mists of association in which we move and 
within which we see, and to the sudden slides and tricks that the 
mind can perform upon us even when we think we might be at 
our truest to the world. Place, in Thomas, frequently operates as 
the sum total of the locations that have been left behind or have 
yet to be reached. (2012, p.325) 
 
As I have stated earlier, I believe that the prose poetry form, with its quality of 
indeterminancy and its littoral nature, is the ideal vehicle for exploring this instability. 
I discussed its Janus-like properties in Chapter One, and the ability of the form to look 
forwards and backwards at the same time. Like Thomas, I see a sense of place as 
subject to the creative mind’s ‘slides and tricks’. The combination of both a prose poem 
and map can hint at the sum total of a life’s lost locations and those that might lie 
before us.  
 
Conclusion  
I discovered that the art of cartography can complement prose poetry in revealing 
hidden aspects of the society/place in which it was created and the unnamed 
intentions of both writers and cartographers.  When juxtaposed, these meanings can 
shift and change, enhancing each other. This chance juxtaposition has proven very 
fruitful in my critical understanding of the subtext of my work. Whether exploring my 
childhood, my home town of Congleton, or the wider geology of the North, its coasts 
and borders, I forged a stronger connection to the North’s diversity of rural landscapes, 
and an understanding of its ecological fragility.  
         I have tried to show how prose poetry, with its need for careful selection of 
phrasing, brevity and tight framing, shares some of the processes of cartography. But 
there is a reason why I am a poet rather than a cartographer. For writing can also bring 
the added dimension of time, plus a sensory richness beyond the visual, allowing for 
the exploration of people and identity. I had set out to re-discover the wonder of maps, 
but, unexpectedly, I also discovered the wonder of the prose poetry form itself and the 
way my creative process has exposed the ‘terrain of the imagination’ and, especially, 
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its more allusive secrets. Prose poetry’s indeterminancy and fluid status, standing as it 
does between genres, gives the writer a flexible, linguistic space in which to reveal the 
complexity of this terrain.  
         A sense of place can perhaps only come to life when a writer steps outside, map 
in hand, into the wider world in all its sensory richness. Although my two investigations 
so far have enabled me to create a three dimensional understanding of place, and its 
palimpestic qualities, I was interested to develop a more personal, embodied practice 
to my critical/creative writing and explore the theories of psychogeography and 
ecophenomenology in order to achieve this aim.  So, in the final chapter of this thesis, 
I examine the combined practice of walking, writing and photography in more detail. I 
see this fieldwork as a  key tool in developing a sense of connectedness and intimacy 
with the more-than-human world around us. My personal poetics developed a firmer, 
ecological foundation as a result of this exercise. I began to picture a prose poet as an 
eco-flâneuse, through the perceptions of Alice as she journeys across her North.  
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Chapter Three   
Walking, Photography and Prose Poetry  
 
 
Figure 3.1. (a) The exhabitant of the earth and (b) the inhabitant of the weather 
world. (Tim Ingold, 2008, p.1087) 
It is, paradoxically, in the depths of the woods that the world opens up 
most fully to our perception, for it forces us to cast aside the illusion 
…that the world we inhabit is spread out like a mosaic beneath our 
feet, with its forms and patterns already impressed upon the substrate 
of nature. As the philosopher Henri Lefebvre has written, this means 
abandoning the pretence that we are witnessing a scene that is given 
all at once, as a spectacle. ‘Go deeper’ Lefebvre advises, ‘be like the 
wind that shakes the trees’. This is to gain what we could call a wind’s-
eye view of the woods. (Ingold, 2013, p.88)  
As noted at the end of Chapter Two, this chapter seeks to address some of the 
limitations I have highlighted in using cartography or architecture as inspirations for 
writing about place and explores the possibilities of combining walking, photography 
and writing. Photography and walking provide a more physical, sensory approach to 
landscape and help to develop a deeper understanding of place. I chose this 
methodology in order to extend my creative practice ‘en plein air’, away from my study 
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or the library and to introduce me to the theories of psychogeography. I became both 
a photographer and a prose poet during this phase of my research, and my enquiry 
became focussed on learning through making. These methods enabled me to develop 
a writing practice where an artist is fully inhabiting the environment around her rather 
than seeing herself as an objective witness, and I now envisage a sense of place/space 
as a series of pathways, rather than static destinations. Has the act of combining 
walking with street or landscape photography given this ‘fieldwork’ a sharper focus 
and, if so, is this reflected in my use of language or metaphor? Has this prose poetry 
sequence as a whole developed into a series of forays or transgressive journeys, 
crossing borders and challenging my initial ideas of what the idea of the North might 
encompass?   
 These investigations chime with social anthropologist Tim Ingold’s comment 
that ‘what we have been accustomed to calling “the environment” might, then, be 
better envisaged as a “zone of entanglement”. Within this tangle of interlaced trails, 
continually ravelling here and unravelling there, beings grow or “issue forth” along the 
lines of their relationships’ (2008, p.1807).  In order to set this work in context, I 
examine some of the recent work on the history of walking and writing and explore 
John Burnside’s term ‘botanising’ (2019) in relationship to my work. I go on to explore 
how the juxtaposition of a sequence of photographs and prose poems makes use of 
the rectangular shape on the page and enables the exploration of the concept of time 
as well as space. I try to demonstrate how this final creative enquiry has helped to fully 
represent a ‘zone of entanglement’ within a creative body of work.   
 In the previous chapter, I discussed the links between mapping and prose poetry 
and I discovered some of the limitations of using this comparison. I would echo Merlin 
Coverley, who states that ‘a map can never accurately capture the lives of those 
individuals whose journeys it sets out to trace, for in the process individuality is 
inevitably flattened out and reduced to points on a chart’ (2010, p.106).   In order to 
make meaning out of walking, I agree with his assertion that a writer or poet has a 
significant role to fulfil:  
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In our modern, technological landscape, increasingly 
homogenous and regulated, dominated by surveillance and 
hostile to the pedestrian, it is now the novelist and poet, not the 
theorist, who are uncovering and celebrating these overlooked 
and forgotten corners of the city. (2010, p.107) 
 
The field of psychogeography was a productive starting point to begin to understand 
this relationship between walking, writing and the personal histories it can reveal. I 
therefore begin by outlining some of its origins in order to contextualise my own 
particular approach to its key principles.  
 The definition of the term can be traced back to Paris in the 1950s and the 
Lettrist Group, a forerunner of Situationist International. Guy Débord defined the term 
as involving ‘The study of the specific effects of the geographical environment, 
consciously organised or not, on the emotions and behaviour of individuals’ (1968, 
p.5). Psychogeography is undergoing a revival of interest today and widening out into 
a literary tradition that extends backwards towards Blake, De Quincey, Baudelaire and 
Benjamin and forwards to people such as Iain Sinclair, Rebecca Solnit and Peter 
Ackroyd.  However, I initially struggled to relate to this history in my own work because 
its associated theories seemed to originate from a largely male and urban focussed 
tradition, associated with the figure of the flâneur: ‘The wanderer, the stroller, the 
flâneur and the stalker – the names may change but from the nocturnal expeditions of 
de Quincey to the surrealist wanderings of Breton and Aragon, from the situationist 
dérive to the heroic treks of Iain Sinclair, the act of walking is ever present’ (Coverley, 
2010, p.12). A contemporary example of psychogeography and writing, largely 
exploring the North, can be found in Edgelands by Farley and Symmons Roberts that I 
discussed in the previous chapter. Its concerns are summarised in a review in The 
Guardian by Robert Macfarlane:  
So off they wandered, to the brinks of mostly northern English 
cities, returning with their post-pastoral harvest of prose. The 
book takes the form of 28 essays, each treating a charismatic 
aspect of the edgelands – ‘Cars’, ‘Canals’, ‘Ruins’, ‘Mines’, ‘Hotels’, 
‘Sewage’ – and each a spray-can squirt in the eyes of the National 
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Trust. The authors' political aim is explicit and harped upon: to 
chastise the ‘routine prejudices’ that we hold with regard to 
landscapes. (2011) 
 
I began to consider the function of my own persona, Alice, in the light of their book, 
and came to the conclusion that she does share some of the characteristics of the 
flâneur, as she moves through marginal, urban landscapes, and sees them as settings 
for sexual encounters: ‘Alice was a puma padding up Corporation St, her pelt gleaming, 
soaked by days of rain. Salford’s gutters were full to the brim’ (‘Harleys and 
Gasometers’). However, I do not see my feminist persona as a predator or stalker. Alice 
is a shapeshifter. She adopts her cat-like identity and becomes Medusa, honeysuckle, 
a giantess, and an adult version of Carroll’s Alice as my sequence progresses.    
 Rebecca Solnit also challenges the idea of the flâneur, in her work Wanderlust 
(2001) and exposes its limitations, particularly for a female writer like myself:   
What exactly a flâneur is has never been satisfactorily defined but 
among all the versions of the flâneur as everything from a primeval 
slacker to a silent poet one thing remains constant: the image of an 
observant and solitary man strolling about Paris. (2001, p.199)  
She goes on to observe: ‘The only problem with the flâneur is that he did not exist, 
except as a type, an ideal, and a character in literature’ (2001, p.200). A key question 
emerged in my critical research. How might a female writer, interested in walking and 
writing, fit into this tradition? Within the Situationist movement there seems little 
place for a positive image of the ‘flâneuse’, for, although ‘the flâneur celebrated by 
Baudelaire and Benjamin is merely a passive observer detached from his 
surroundings…his female counterpart, the flâneuse, is ascribed a quite different role, 
that of a prostitute’ (2010, p.72). In the Situationist’s Paris, streets were often 
characterised as erotic locations in which to procure, seek out or simply think about 
sex.   
 In her blog, Une Flâneuse, (2010), New York Times journalist Dana Goldstein has 
recently challenged these assumptions and offered an alternative view of the female 
writer/walker:  
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French popular literature and journalism shows that during the 
1830s and 1840s, French gender ideologies were much more fluid 
and complex than has been previously assumed. Women writers 
of the period used the genre of panorama…to portray women who 
actively sought economic independence, sexual satisfaction, 
political ambition, and gender experimentation. I call these 
women writers and the characters they created—shop girls, 
bluestockings, and salon hosts — flâneuses, because they embody 
a female, feminist alternative to the highly privileged male identify 
of ‘flâneur.’ 
 
Goldstein argues that a possible approach to redressing this imbalance is not to 
attempt to make a woman fit the masculine idea, but to redefine the concept itself, 
and introduce a counter-tradition of the flâneuse, looking back to Virginia Woolf and 
George Sand and forward to contemporary writers such as Sophie Calle. Rather than 
wandering aimlessly, like her male counterpart, the flâneuse goes where she’s not 
supposed to (re-claiming the streets), so the idea of transgression is implied in this 
term. This concept fits with the current ‘Me Too’ movement that encourages, through 
social media, a positive stance against sexual assault. As Lauren Elkin points out, a 
flâneuse has ‘got to be a walker – someone who gets to know the city by wandering its 
streets, investigating its dark corners, peering behind façades, penetrating into secret 
courtyards’. Then eventually, as she notes, ‘there comes a point when we are no longer 
just reacting: we are interacting, created anew by this interaction’ (2016, p.1) Elkin 
picks up on Virginia Woolf’s term for this pastime, ‘street haunting’, which is an activity 
explored in several of my prose poems.  
 A number of prose poems in my collection took this notion of ‘street haunting’ 
and move beyond the safety of a map to explore forgotten corners as a starting point 
for writing about the northern cities of Salford and Manchester. Here, for example is 
‘The Resilience of Dandelions’:  
After the chill of the winter months, Alice waits 
for you at the corner of Great Bridgewater St 
with her face open to the sun. She thought she'd 
lost you: No Google signal, no A-Z, nor phone 
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charge.  Alice had folded her arms against the 
desire paths of friendship or the route maps of 
lovers. But today, the city simmers with 
intimacy: students chat over espressos and a 
cherry tree is coming into bud.  She listens to the 
low rumble of trains beneath her, the screeching 
of trams, cutting their way across Piccadilly 
Gardens. Soon you’ll stroll together through 
Chinatown, across St Peter’s Square to the 
Central Library with its domed acoustics and 
marbled pillars. You'll talk of cherry coming into 
blossom, the resilience of dandelions, pushing 
their yellow-way through cracks in pavements.   
The specific street names allow the reader to chart this walk across the city, and the 
poem ends with the image of the dandelion, a common weed, used here to celebrate 
how the natural world makes itself felt even in this urban environment. My walk is not 
a traditional flâneur’s ‘drift’ through an unknown city, but an expression of 
connectedness and intimacy with a place that is familiar and loved. Through walking 
the city of Manchester, I explored Henri Bergson’s notion of the importance of 
intuition and creativity as a way of perceiving a sense of place, as opposed to reason 
and intellect. In his work, Creative Evolution (1910, p.92), Bergson argues that intuition 
is linked to ‘elan-vital’, a life force that interprets the flux of experience.  He further 
observes, in his essay, Introduction to Metaphysics (1903, trans. 1912), that walking, 
(rather than taking photographs), is a way of experiencing our sense of inner time and 
a city’s unfolding times. The act of walking and paying attention can give us a direct 
connection to our ‘elan-vital’: 
Were all the photographs of a town, taken from all possible 
points of view, to go on indefinitely completing one another, 
they would never be equivalent to the solid town in which we 
walk about. (Bergson, (1903 trans. 1912, p.5)  
 The poet John Burnside updates these ideas in his use of the term ‘botanising’. 
Writing in The New Statesman (2019) he observes: 
The usual term for this kind of drifting along with the flow of the 
earth and its flora is ‘botanising’. It is something that can be done 
anywhere, and there is always a satisfaction to be won, as long as 
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we keep our eyes and our minds open. I have botanised in the 
strangest of locations – on the headlands around airports and at 
the edges of car parks, in city back-lots and on the platforms of 
railway stations – but the best places vary in surprising ways.  
Burnside goes on to talk about how ‘the names of plants are like small miracles: they 
renew my faith in the language. Humboldt’s willow. Roseroot. Snow Buttercup. The 
naming of flowers is a treasury of condensed history, surprising metaphors and 
imaginative associations’ (2019). He sees this act of naming as a kind of elegant music, 
a journey into natural histories, and ‘a way of belonging.’  
 I think his ideas diverge from the practices of psychogeography and belong more 
to the tradition of ‘new nature writing’.  This is a term coined by Jos Smith, in his work, 
New Nature Writing: Rethinking the Literature of Place (2018). Burnside thinks that 
human beings cannot belong simply by being (or walking) in a place: ‘We have to give 
it our full attention if we are to be included in its long-running stories’ (2019). Bearing 
this in mind, many of the prose poems in my own collection are situated in rural 
landscapes, where walking is seen as a democratic way of deepening a relationship 
with the local ecology and environment. A walker is part of Ingold’s ‘weather world’, 
subject to the same eddies and flows as other species surrounding him/her. This 
approach is akin to the tradition of a writer like Wordsworth who famously walked 
over 175,000 miles in his lifetime and frequently composed and revised poetry on foot.  
 I have taken Burnside’s term into my own creative practice and developed the 
idea of ‘botanising’ further. For example, this prose poem was written outside in the 
field, whilst walking in Nidderdale. Many of the hedgerows were alive with 
honeysuckle in flower. The prose poem, entitled ‘Honeysuckle’, plays with the 
linguistic possibilities of the plant name:  
Alice sings, suckle me, my sugar man; my 
sticky-nectar lover. Suckle my honey-bee 
nipples and let us remember that drowsy 
moon-calf state, propped up on feather 
pillows. My breasts are blue-veined, milk-white 
globes for once in my life. The evening is alive 
with hoverflies and the river darkens. Lick and 
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nibble. Unspool my honey-suckle legs and suck 
all the sweetness from me with your delicate 
tongue.  
 
I unpacked the component parts of the vernacular plant name, (‘honey’ and ‘suck’ 
‘suckle’) and used them like an improvisation or motif from a piece of jazz music. This 
prose poem celebrates the sensuality of early pregnancy, sexuality and Alice’s physical 
connections to the world around her. Half rhymes add to this subtext of musicality: 
‘suckle’/ ‘nipple’/ ‘nibble’.   
 I also expanded Bergson’s ideas on intuition and ‘walking the city’ in my creative 
practice by combining the practices of walking and photography in a rural rather than 
an urban setting. This mirrored the approach I had undertaken when combining 
mapping and prose poetry and extended this practice as I became both a photographer 
and writer. Unexpected connections and juxtapositions became apparent. I began to 
see the effect of human intervention on the environment more clearly, especially 
where paths and routes were interrupted or blocked. The moors of the North of 
England are often seen in the popular imagination as a last bastion of wilderness in an 
increasingly urban world, and a symbol of the region. However, when walking in these 
landscapes, a different picture emerges, of a highly managed environment, subject to 
pollution, farming pressures and the conflicting needs of water companies, littering 
tourists and long-distance walkers. I therefore created a PowerPoint photo-story 
based in West Yorkshire with the prose poem, ‘Crossroads’, quoted earlier, as a 
soundtrack (Figures 3-2 – 3-5):  
After Brexit, the crossing of barriers of all kinds 
became important. Straddling, hurdling, hanging 
votives on fences, cutting through wire or 
hammering concrete. Alice’s mother had been at 
Greenham and wove ribbons into the barrier 
surrounding the air base. Her father had worked in 
Berlin when the wall was punched through and the 
sky was brimming with freedom, firecrackers and 
laughter. She’d once tried to find a check-point in 
the wall in Belfast. It snaked poison through back 
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gardens, past murals of armed men and curbstones 
painted red, white and blue.   
Any wall begins in the mind, but the mind and heart 
can dissolve this hardening, just as salt crystals or 
honey dissolve into water, soothing our throats, 
making our voices sweeter and more sonorous in 
tone.  
 
Here is a selection of the images I used:   
 
Figure 3.2. Ponden Reservoir, West Yorkshire ©A Caldwell 
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Figure 3.3. Ponden Reservoir, West Yorkshire ©A Caldwell 
 
Figure 3.4. Ponden, Pennine Way, West Yorkshire ©A Caldwell 
 
Figure 3.5. Ponden – Pennine Way, West Yorkshire ©A Caldwell 
The juxtaposition of this photo sequence and the prose poem enabled me to reveal 
not only my own subjective linking of images, but also exposed a hidden story about 
this place.  I realised I had selected a narrative of warning signs, barbed wire, walls and 
fences that tapped into a personal, family history of political protest and transgression 
of barriers to creativity. Furthermore, this creative process brought my understanding 
of the exploitation of the environment by the various landowners into sharper relief. 
The use of a sequence of images allowed the dimension of time as well as space to be 
represented in the resulting artwork and shaped a story or narrative through-line. This 
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interrelationship between story and physical space is made more apparent through 
the ordering of a sequence of images/poems.  
 This link to story is clearly defined by the geographer, Doreen Massey. Her ideas 
resonated with my own work. In a podcast for Social Science Bites, she remarks:   
[physical] space is not a flat surface across which we walk; 
Raymond Williams talked about this: you’re taking a train 
across the landscape – you’re not traveling across a dead flat 
surface that is space: you’re cutting across a myriad of stories 
going on. So instead of space being this flat surface, it's like a 
pincushion of a million stories.  If you stop at any point in that 
walk there will be a house with a story. (2015)  
 
As I have explained, Ingold (2008, p.1796) has a different concept of place and the 
environment, which we inhabit as a ‘zone of entanglement’. Drawing on his research 
among Lapland hunter-gatherers, he advances a more sensory theoretical viewpoint: 
of making and inhabiting places by moving in and through them to become one with 
them.  Ingold’s notion of place and entanglement has its roots in the work of Merleau-
Ponty. In the Phenomenology of Perception (1945), he put forward the concept of the 
body-subject (le corps propre) as an alternative to the Cartesian notion of the mind 
being separate from the body. Merleau-Ponty proposed that the body, consciousness 
and the world around us are intertwined and engaged with each other. A sense of the 
self-as-body and an intuitive awareness of place are seen as emerging phenomena in 
an ongoing process of ‘becoming’:  
The world is... the natural setting of, and field for, all my thoughts 
and all my explicit perceptions. Truth does not inhabit only the 
inner man, or more accurately, there is no inner man, man is in 
the world, and only in the world does he know himself.   
(1945, p. xii). 
 
 I discovered that the act of walking enabled me to write from the body and 
highlight a sensory, personal view of Alice’s North in my work. I have alluded to a 
physical relationship with the land in some of the prose poems in ‘Alice and the North’, 
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and depicted Alice as a creature that is part of the landscape itself: ‘Alice is a giantess 
lying across Yorkshire, her legs bent in sleep, slightly parted, curving along the river’. 
The county of Yorkshire is not the only locality that I have written about, but it does 
provide the backbone to my collection, paralleling the way that the Pennines (and 
Alice) create a backbone for the North of England. Alice is not separate from the land, 
but part of it.  
          The ways in which we might be prevented from experiencing Alice’s connection 
with the land emerged in the juxtaposition of my prose poem, ‘Crossroads’, with a 
sequence of photographs. The images served to highlight the themes of fences and 
borders in the North’s uplands, and then led me to consider the ways in which we are 
deprived of a deeper connection with the natural world or with ourselves. The notion 
of transgression was not uppermost in my mind when I wrote the collection ‘Alice and 
the North’, but this process of walking, writing and photography highlighted the stories 
of crossing borders for me and enabled me to take more imaginative risks in my 
writing. Ingold observes that places are created by the comings and goings of human 
beings and other organisms, arguing that they ‘do not so much exist as occur’ (2008, 
p.1808). He suggests they occur along the life paths of beings of all kinds.  
 Massey’s and Ingold’s theories of place also shaped the way my writing then 
developed into a book-length sequence. Some of my prose poems could be seen to act 
like a ‘pincushion’ of story fragments in the collection. Others are like journeys that 
illustrate a more fluid understanding of the wider environment. These theorists helped 
me conceptualise space and place within the writing process in a more physical, multi-
dimensional way than my earlier understanding of place-as-palimpsest might have 
allowed. The redrafting of my work has also benefited from being thought about whilst 
I took a daily walk. I think the idea of embodiment is reflected in the ‘strolling’ rhythm 
and syntax of my sentences and use of lists, as shown in the opening to this prose 
poem, ‘The Gate-Opener’:  
Alice tramps along the Pennine Way all summer and remote, 
Cumbrian sheep farms in the winter; lying in wait for 
ramblers, vagabonds, genuine Romanies, long distance 
walkers, locals out for a stroll and fair-weather campers.   
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This use of rhythm is inspired by Wordsworth. It is ever-present in ‘The Prelude,’ where 
his physical, sensual engagement with the landscape is inherent in both the subject 
matter and his use of an iambic metre that is similar to walking:  
I would walk alone, 
In storm and tempest, or in star-light nights 
Beneath the quiet Heavens; and, at that time, 
Have felt whate’er there is of power in sound 
(Book 2, 321-4)  
 
Although I have chosen to write prose poetry rather than lineated verse, this attention 
to strolling rhythms is threaded through many of the poems in ‘Alice and the North’, 
particularly in the ten poems that feature walking. For example: ‘Crossroads’, ‘Wild 
Garlic and Detours’, ‘Pathways’ and ‘City Short Cut’.  
 Journeys of all kinds are a theme with the collection, and the overall structure 
of ‘Alice and the North’ takes Massey’s idea of ‘spatial stories’ and explores their 
possibilities. The prose poems do not form a narrative as a whole but are presented as 
a sequence of fragments (of stories within stories) that might not take a reader where 
they expect to go. Here, for example, is ‘The Last Wolf’:  
And Alice won’t write about snow, icicles on the inside of her 
windows, relief after all that hot, destructive rain. And she 
won’t write about letting a lover go – that fucking American 
with his Harley and his Leica photographs. His Alaskan 
attitude to love. She won’t write about the Istanbul 
bombings near the Blue Mosque, nor the Paris explosions.   
She’ll write about George Mackay Brown: his awkward 
brilliance, fear of the female body spilling over the cadences 
of Orkney. She is brim-full of his Catholic taste and whisky. 
As she reads, she’s beachcombing with George whilst the 
sickle moon lies on its back.  
Right now, there’s an indigo darkness in Alice’s mind, a 
Stromness wind howling like the last living wolf.   
 
Within this one prose poem, there are gestures towards various topics: the story of 
the last wolf to be shot in Scotland, a lost love (Alaskan in nature), bombings, Mackay 
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Brown’s poetry and the far northern Orkney setting – a place of beaches and wind. 
What the prose poem can do so brilliantly is to compress these ideas into a short 
rectangular space on the page.   
 The compressed shape of the prose poem itself mirrors that of a photograph and 
can often celebrate the gaps and spaces that exist between places, as Paul 
Hetherington and Cassandra Atherton point out in their paper, ‘Like Porcupine or 
Hedgehog – Prose Poem as Post-Romantic Fragment’ (2016):  
The prose poem’s tightly boxed shape on the page makes any 
moment of liberation more exhilarating than an escape from the 
more open, lineated poetry. Gaps and spaces become more 
meaningful in a form like the prose poetry paragraph that turns 
on neither of these things. 
Is it in these gaps and spaces that a more figurative, rather than literal, notion of the 
North is to be found? The blank white space around each prose poem could gesture 
to the idea of snow, glaciers and the pervasive whiteouts of the far North. (I did bear 
in mind that this notion is also a construct and derives from a Eurocentric idea of Arctic 
exploration that does not consider the perspective of indigenous people). I therefore 
included within my collection a sequence of five poems that re-imagine a journey up 
along the coast of Norway. These poems, based on an actual boat trip that had taken 
me beyond the Arctic Circle in my early life, were a way of transgressing my own initial 
plan of writing just about the North of England.   
 The prose poem and a photograph share this notion of a ‘tightly boxed shape’ 
and both can capture a moment in time whilst gesturing to the larger space beyond 
the frame and the time just before and just after visual composition or writing. I found 
this to be the case with landscape photographs in particular. There is a tension here 
but it is a highly creative one. Susan Sontag, in her classic work On Photography, 
describes the making of photographs using a terminology borrowed from literary 
criticism. She sees them as having a grammar and an ethics of seeing, to ‘give us the 
sense that we can hold the entire world in our heads – as an anthology of images’ 
(1977, p.3). One of the photographs that I came across in ‘The Angels of Anarchy’ 
women’s surrealist exhibition (2010) helped crystallise some of these ideas, as well as 
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challenging the notion that the documentary photograph is an innocent window on 
the world. This was Lee Miller’s Portrait of Space (Figure 3.6), which seems to capture 
the transgressive nature of photography and, as a consequence, has implications for 
how the prose poem can also be a transgressive form.   
 The photograph depicts, within its frame, another frame, but this one is empty. 
There is also a tear in some fabric and, beyond that, there is an open, watery 
landscape.  All the traditional ways of looking and reading an image are challenged and 
jumbled up: even in the title itself.   
 
Figure 3.6. Lee Miller, ‘Portrait of Space’, 1937, Allmer, 2010, p.161 
This image enabled me to come to a more sophisticated understanding of the idea of 
framing. From Alberti’s fifteenth-century, traditional Renaissance perspective, the 
structure of the painting and its content were seen to represent an open window, 
giving an accurate reflection of reality. But, as Patricia Allmer explains, Miller’s 
photograph ‘radically challenged’ this: 
Alberti’s rectangular window has been here replaced by a tear in 
a net which opens up onto a landscape outside. The tear 
resembles the uneven shape of a vagina (which is also referred to 
colloquially as a ‘crack’, a type of tear), a broken hymen but also 
the shape of an eye. In this photograph it is no longer the even 
rectangular frame of the window, or the painting which allows a 
direct view onto an outside, but the uneven, fragile shape of the 
tear/crack. (2010, p.19) 
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I would argue that the prose poem, particularly in the hands of a female writer, also 
opens up the possibilities of how a frame can be perceived. There is an inter-
relationship between the concise shape of a prose poem including the way it inhabits 
the white space around it, and that of the photographic frame. In both art forms, we 
are inviting viewers to look directly beyond the boundary of that frame. In this context, 
prose poetry emerges as a hybrid form that offers fresh perspectives on the subjective 
nature of reality and our perceptions of place.  
 I am aware of the tension inherent in an ekphrastic, creative process, and the 
way in which the frame could be seen to distance a viewer from the subject itself. In 
landscape photography, the very act of holding a camera to the eye could be seen as 
a distancing process that aims to take control over the environment. However, Sontag 
offers an alternative perspective on the photographic act: ‘All photographs 
are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s (or 
thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability’ (1977, p.15).  The close-up images of plants 
and stones that I have taken on walks are an attempt to explore this mutability in the 
face of climate change, and the life cycle of renewal and decay. The prose poems 
written in response to them highlight the fragility of the natural world.  
 Beyond the frames of my prose poems, I think the use of allusion and 
intertextuality that I discussed in Chapter One hints at a collection of stories of the 
North that hover in the white space surrounding the writing. The justified margin-
frames of my prose poems appear regular and restrictive on first reading. But they 
function like the telephone box of the TARDIS, wherein, thanks to the use of allusion 
and intertextuality, entire worlds are hinted at: across time, place and culture. The 
poems thus refer to the Saddleworth Moors murders by Ian Hindley and Myra Brady, 
the migrations of the herring quines, the last wolf of Scotland, John Franklin’s search 
for the North West Passage, a personal journey beyond the Arctic Circle, the Cold War, 
and the moon landings. These miniature narratives radiate out and hint at a ‘braided’ 
northern history that includes missing children, animal extinctions, expeditions across 
ice and snow, shipwrecks and journeys of discovery that circle the North Pole and 
beyond. Such narratives are interlinked by my personal journeys across the North, 
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including the Far North, by boat, plane, train and on foot, as well as through childhood 
memory. Hence, the prose poem form is not just a window on this world, but opens 
us up to a slippery, zone of possibilities that is, on the one hand, just big enough to 
challenge readers, but, on the other, can also make them aware of the dreamlike, 




When exploring walking and photography, with a view to writing about place, I 
realised how important it was to hold on to notions of mutability and flux, and how 
this view, in turn, could inform the development of our cultural identities. What can 
seem fixed and immobile, or entrenched in argument, is a very temporary state of 
affairs. I proposed earlier in this thesis that the prose poem form should be seen as 
more like a kind of living cell, with its permeable walls suggesting the process of 
osmosis. Indeed, in the work of Maggie Nelson (Bluetts, 2009) or Claudia Rankine 
(Citizen, 2014), the very idea of what the prose poem form can be is itself shifting and 
changing. 
 At the beginning of this exegesis, I quoted Peter Davidson, on  the idea of the 
North as a compass direction: a mutable notion, that shifts and changes in relation to 
an artist’s viewpoint. Accordingly, in the context of current environmental debates 
and the growth of ‘new nature writing’, I have widened my research interests to 
engage with notions of place and space, and our human interactions with them. The 
definitions I have investigated in this chapter emphasise the mutability of place, but 
also stress that an artistic perception of the North involves more than a compass 
point. The embodied, sensory nature of place emerges from telling its stories and 
walking its pathways.  
 Alice is the persona I have created to inhabit this understanding of place and 
gain a richer sense of the North. She has also enabled me to explore the idea of the 
female writer as a flâneur, or, more precisely, a flâneuse, and I have wondered to 
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what extent her feminist character has allowed me to exploit the theme of 
transgressing the boundaries of the North more fully. When writing, I was aware of 
the unconscious borders I might have created for myself that needed to be 
questioned and re-evaluated. I am now also aware of the need to recalibrate my 
human-centered view of place, particularly in the light of the current climate change 
debates. My multidisciplinary approach to writing and the juxtapostion of prose 
poems with maps and photographs has been an attempt to deepen my understanding 
of place. I want to strengthen my connectedness with the natural world by paying 
attention, which is what writing itelf requires. Through walking, image making and 
writing, I hope I have been successful both in creating a closer, more equal sense of 
kinship with the species that are our cohabitants and with the environment itself, in 
order to provide the means to build a more sustainable future. The power of words, 
images and poetry as well as science could highlight this urgent need for a more 
sustainable, ecological balance.  
Alice and the North: an exploration, through the prose poem, of place, and notions of 
‘northernness’  




Conclusion   
This conclusion summarises the main themes of the critical and creative investigation 
I have undertaken and then goes on to discuss my particular contribution to knowledge 
in the light of this enquiry. I have also outlined the directions in which my creative 
practice is heading, as a result of this work, and how I intend to contribute to the 
pedagogy of prose poetry in a range of educational contexts.  
 I started this thesis on place with the idea of the North as an emotional map, 
restricted by my imagined boundaries of what might constitute the North of England. 
I wrote initially about places of emotional significance and saw place itself as fixed and 
rather one-dimensional in nature. I also began with an interest in examining what 
might lie beyond the masculine tropes usually deployed to define the characteristics 
of the region. However, after undertaking my practice-led research, writing the prose 
poems, I have come to realise that the North is a realm that can be imagined in a 
multiplicity of ways: as both a geological map and a braiding of different language 
registers and dialects; as a rich, palimpsest of archaeological layers and, 
simultaneously, as an interior landscape of interior autobiographical histories.  
 As a result of this investigation, I became increasingly aware of the cultural 
clichés associated with the North of England, such as football, beer, and flat caps. 
Furthermore, in this current period of great technical, social and political change, the 
iconic photographic images from the twentieth century, often taken by male 
photographers, still define how we view the North of England, even though they are 
outdated. From Humphrey Spender (1936), Bill Brandt (1936) to John Bulmer (2012), 
recurring images include blackened terraces, mill chimneys, dry stone walls, moors and 
abandoned sheep farms. The literature of the North, with its longer cultural history, 
can be seen to work in parallel with this iconography. The compelling tropes of 
Dicken's smog-filled industrial city in Hard Times (1854) and the wilder, upland 
landscapes of Ted Hughes’s poetry are part of a northern imagination. In response to 
this, I began to challenge and redress such male-centric and dated images, using the 
persona of Alice to provoke and celebrate a more open, feminist, and pluralistic 
version of the North in flux: one that is more difficult to define, and one which refuses 
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to be limited by administrative boundaries or contained by an obsolescent, relatively 
myopic, male gaze.  
 Like the idea of the North, the prose poem form itself has always been difficult 
to define. It is a hybrid, amorphous genre that is inescapably boundary breaking and 
impossible to pin down. I initially thought that these qualities would be ideally suited 
to exploring a term as complex as the North. Once I settled into the research process, 
I realised how appropriate prose poetry was as a creative vehicle to express my ideas. 
As a result of my investigations, I have been able to extend its flexibility and exploit its 
hybrid qualities through the use of what I have termed an ekphrastic process. That is, 
I have explored how the visual and spatial disciplines of architecture, cartography and 
photography have enabled me to open up the spaces between the prosaic and poetic 
and to capture some of the intrinsic fluidity of place writing. I have demonstrated how 
the form lends itself to exploring the North and ‘northernness’ by writing a prose 
poetry sequence that has involved a conversation with other disciplines. Furthermore, 
the form itself then helped shape the way that my theme was imagined. I started to 
see more clearly the hybridity and amorphous nature of the North, its diversity of 
landscapes, and its paradoxical mix of plain speaking and poetic, vernacular idioms. I 
have tried to show how intricate and dialogic this creative process has been, where 
the subject and form are united in a dance with one another, set within a cross-art 
form of writing.  
 Despite all the advances that I felt I had made in deciding to use prose poetry as 
a vehicle for exploring the North, there was still something lacking. Whilst working in 
this multidisciplinary way, I came to the realisation that what was lacking in my writing 
was a personal dimension: my own connection with the North. The persona of ‘Alice’ 
provided this link and gave me two things: the distance to explore personal memories 
in a safe way and the imaginative freedom to go beyond my own biographical and 
temperamental limits. I have reflected on how my work has allowed me to develop a 
methodology of walking, which has, in turn, provided me with the opportunity to 
engage in my ekphrastic explorations with a more phenomenological focus, embodied 
in the persona of Alice. This approach gave my research both a broader remit and one 
that is more grounded in the actual landscape. For walking added another dimension 
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to the ekphrastic process. Rather than simply having visual and verbal aspects 
elaborating on each other, through a combination of photography and writing, I also 
had a physiological dimension.  It was a route into new ways of envisaging the 
relationships between a sense of place and identity, nature and culture and wider 
environmental debates on these themes.  
 One of the ways I developed my understanding of these relationships was to 
explore new metaphors for the process of writing prose poems. I discussed the idea of 
‘braiding’ in Chapter One of this exegesis and explored the way in which Brenda Miller 
(2001) used the term to describe qualities of the lyric essay. The notion of weaving or 
braiding of hair became a transferable, guiding principle in my work in the prose poetry 
form and helped me envisage an alternative, feminist view of Alice’s North that I have 
sought to incorporate in my writing. I have used the notion of braiding to interweave 
the prosaic and poetic; a real North and imaginary North; the urban and rural diversity 
of its landscapes.  
 The braiding of these strands was aided by the development of the persona of 
Alice. She emerges as a feisty shapeshifter. Like Carroll’s Alice, who changes in size and 
form in the course of her journeys, she too is fluid, not static. Although there is not 
one narrative arc uniting the work, I have already discussed how the sequence charts 
the stages of Alice’s journey from childhood to maturity, and her emergence as a 
writer and eco-activist. We also follow her physical journeys across the topography of 
the North: from a childhood home in Cheshire to a present dwelling in Yorkshire and 
an exploration of the borders of the North of England. In a further narrative strand, 
Alice remembers a journey up the coast of Norway and a flight across the North 
Atlantic when the wreck of Franklin’s ship the HMS Terror had just been discovered. 
These fragmented narratives arose from autobiographical experience, personal 
memories and my fieldwork of walking. The final poem seeks to draw together the 
braided threads of the ideas of north that run through my collection but without 
arriving at one, fixed definition. Instead, this prose poem is a love-song to the various 
themes of ‘northernness’ that I have explored throughout the collection: the post-
industrial landscapes, rebelliousness, regeneration, obsession with weather, seasonal 
change, the power of walking and the glorious, diversity of the region.  
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The Prose Poetry Form  
The notion of permeability came to the fore when I defined my prose poem collection 
as a ‘body’ of work, made up of living cells, capable of osmosis; each poem 
characterised by its permeable frame.  This idea of the collection as an organic body is 
closely intertwined with the methodology of walking that I developed to underpin my 
writing practice and enabled me to highlight a physical sense of ‘northernness’ within 
the sequence. In drafting my own definitions of the prose poem to contribute to the 
discourse that already exists on the subject, thanks to writers such as Monson, 
Hetherington, Atherton and Hardwick, I have tried to extend their critical 
understanding of the form.   
 In particular, I used a tight, rectangular framing to hint at what lies beyond the 
‘cell walls’ of the prose poems and considered the intersection of the human body with 
the wider, natural world. The white space surrounding each poem thus became a 
creative tool that I deployed in a number of unusual ways. I took inspiration from 
Margaret Christakos’s observation on the work of Anne Carson’s Short Talks, 
mentioned in Chapter Two of this exegesis: ‘their immense brevity speaks of corporeal 
limits, reminding my ear of the short walks that can be taken in very cold places’ (2015, 
p.15). In terms of my own work, I have tried, in the white spaces of my sequence, to 
gesture towards a mythical, ecologically fragile view of the Far North with its snow 
lines and receding glaciers, flooded landscapes and fragmented peat bogs.  The gaps 
between my poems helped contribute to the overall feel of the sequence: on the one 
hand, they point to the porosity of the individual poetic cells, where afterimages are 
hinted at and projected; and, on the other, they contribute physically, as a visual 
representation of a snow-bound landscape. This notion of the Far North is particularly 
highlighted in the short sequence of poems about a boat journey to the Arctic Circle. 
The inclusion of these prose poems allowed me to transgress the perceived boundaries 
of the North that I had initially set myself at the beginning of my research and 
demonstrate how notions of place and their borders are always mutable.  
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 The space between the poems in my work were filled with more resonance by 
the use of intertextuality and allusion, enabling my prose poetry to gesture to worlds 
beyond the margins of my texts. I experimented with these techniques and linked 
them more strongly to a sense of place to make them central to a ‘storied’ exploration 
of the North.  I deployed intertextuality to open up conceptions of ‘northernness’ that 
could be seen to be resistant to change, mired in tradition and patriarchy. Thus, my 
prose poem sequence alludes to the historical stories of herring quines, Franklin’s 
search for the North West Passage, the Moors murders and the last wolf of Scotland. 
These allusions are linked by my own personal journeys of discovery.  I intertwine 
these stories with imaginative references to Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland, (1865) work by the Brontës (1847), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) 
and a playful conversation with the poetry by Hughes. The idea of Alice’s North as both 
real and imaginary is reinforced by this process.  Massey’s definition of space as storied 
was a useful notion to consider. She makes the observation that space is not a dead, 
flat surface, and, when travelling, ‘you’re cutting across a myriad of stories going on’ 
(2015). The prose poem form itself mirrors Massey’s idea in the way its brevity and 
tight margins cut across the narratives or allusions I have just described.  
 In sum, I found the prose poetry form an excellent vehicle for exploring the many 
facets of Alice’s North: its physical, geological, historical, cultural and biographical 
aspects. It allowed me to see the place as both real and imagined, as ultimately 
unstable and shapeshifting. Macfarlane’s observation about Edward Thomas seems 
apposite, since for him, “Place … frequently operates as the sum total of locations that 
have been left behind or have yet to be reached’ (2012, p.325). 
 
Ekphrasis and Prose Poetry   
In addition to the hybrid qualities of prose poetry, I realised that an innovative 
interplay of mapping, photography and writing together could enhance the way 
Thomas’s perception of place can be thought of as an act of looking backwards and 
forwards. The landscape between disciplines, as Tim Ingold discusses, can be fertile 
territory for a writer of prose poems interested in the way that place is itself always in 
flux. I developed a growing understanding of the possibilities of intersections between 
Alice and the North: an exploration, through the prose poem, of place, and notions of 
‘northernness’  




the art forms and, as my research interests widened, I encapsulated my understanding 
of place-making through an ekphrastic approach to writing prose poems. As I have 
shown, the three main chapters of my exegesis focus on architecture, cartography and 
photography and they operate as lenses that work together to enable me to formulate 
a multidisciplinary poetics of place.  This allowed me to extend the reach of the prose 
poetry form by composing a work that is, metaphorically speaking, a complete, 
architectural construct, with each poem providing a building block. In line with 
contemporary architects, who see buildings in dynamic terms, undergoing the 
processes of weathering and renewal, I see my work as fluid and open-ended, rather 
than a literary construct that is static and fixed. This perception, in turn, fed into a 
more sophisticated understanding of how the form of prose poetry could contribute 
to writing on place and eco-poetics. 
 Contemporary vernacular architects see a building in terms of its environment 
and context. Similarly, the prose poems in my collection are not just isolated constructs 
but are intimately connected with the topography of the North. Through the lens of 
architecture, I discovered a playfulness in vernacular language that sits well with the 
hybridity of prose poetry and mirrors the way an architect might choose vernacular 
materials for construction. As I have argued, following Atherton and Hetherington, the 
contemporary vernacular can be seen as ‘Janus-faced’, (2015, p279); a form that 
interweaves the idiolects of the past and the creative possibilities of contemporary 
poetic discourse. In this way, it mirrors the way prose poetry itself looks forwards and 
backwards.  
 Although the lens of architecture has been useful in exploring the urban 
landscapes of the North it proved less fruitful when considering wilder environments 
or the mapping of borders, so, for these aspects, I turned to cartography for 
inspiration. While cartography is the art of making maps, essentially a map is a graphic 
which shows a simplified picture of some of the features of part or all of the world 
confined within a series of borders. I ‘mapped’ imagined borders of the North of 
England in my sequence as a way of perceiving the shape of the region I wished to 
explore. I realised prose poetry was suited to writing about borders because of the 
marginal nature of the form itself and the way it moves between poetry and prose, 
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mirroring the fragile ecotones of the North’s coastlines. Through an examination of 
topographical and thematic maps of the North, I deepened my personal connection to 
place and became aware of its topographical, geological and historical perspectives. I 
have added an innovative methodology to the poetry of place-making by juxtaposing 
maps and prose poems to reveal the possibilities of the space between them. I realised 
that these blank spaces in both the map and poem suggested a more fluid, troubled 
connection to place than I had previously thought, hinting at the sexuality and secrets 
of the female characters within my work. This process enabled me to understand the 
power of maps as a creative tool for writing and examine the wider notion of the prose 
poet as cartographer.  
 When I turned to photography as another tool for ekphrastic exploration, I 
discovered parallels between the photographic frame and the box-like shape of a 
prose poem. Like the juxtaposition of maps and poems, I exploited these connections 
by combining them in my creative practice, where the reader/viewer is invited to look 
beyond the boundary of the frame. However, I became a more active maker through 
the practice of photography because I used this artform as a form of outdoor, visual 
documentation and note-taking, thus becoming a creator of images and developing a 
more intimate relationship with the landscape. 
 This creative juxtaposition of photo-stories and prose poems enabled me to 
reveal a series of hidden stories about the North, such as my understanding of private 
grouse estates and the way the Yorkshire moors are fenced off from public use. The 
use of a sequence of images allowed the dimension of time as well as space to be 
represented in the resulting artworks and a series of innovative, visual and text-based 
through-lines emerged on the themes of transgressing boundaries and borders. Close-
up photography also encouraged me to pay attention to the naming of flora and fauna, 
as well as place names in the work, within a tight frame. The interrelationship between 
story and physical space was highlighted through the ordering of a sequence of 
images/poems. I was able to push the boundaries of what the prose poetry form can 
achieve by placing it in this wider dialogue with other art forms.  
The Persona of Alice  
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The process of ekphrasis introduced other creative dimensions to those already there 
in the way that prose poetry exploits the tension between prose and poetry. However, 
as stated earlier, I realised that I did not want to lose my own connection to the North 
because this connection had provided the original impetus for my doctoral research. I 
brought this element of my writing to life through the creation of a persona that linked 
all the prose poems together as a whole sequence. Although the word existed in other 
contexts, the term ‘persona’ was coined by Carl Jung, (1953, p.190) and is derived from 
the Latin persona, referring to the masks worn by Etruscan mimes. In my work, Alice is 
not herself a mask, but she is a performer, able to adopt whatever masks she 
wishes.  Alice is physical, brave, sexual and adventurous. She is more rebellious than 
the poetic voice I have used before when writing poetry in the first person.  If an actor 
truly inhabits a mask on stage, he or she can tap into an ancient dramatic tradition, 
where masks were used to perform deeds of the lives of ancestors, thus linking the 
function of the mask as a ritual object to its use as a theatrical device.  
 I think Alice has performed a similar function, enabling me to find a feminist 
voice that has become a taproot into memory and the unconscious, and a sense of 
‘northernness’ that champions female creativity, challenges conventions and 
advocates for environmental awareness. Thus, I have developed a way of shaping a 
poetry collection that liberates concealed facets of my character and reveals my 
personal history, embedded in a physical and cultural location called the North. I think 
this approach will resonate with other writers, especially when used in conjunction 
with prose poetry, which is itself a newer, more experimental (and therefore 
liberating) form. I will use this new understanding to inform the pedagogy of prose 
poetry in the future. This process of sharing work within an educational context is also 
informed by the editing of The Valley Press Anthology of Prose Poetry with Oz Hardwick 
and taking part in the IPSI email prose poetry project, based at the University of 
Canberra. In both of these projects, the spirit of collaboration has already enabled me 
to explore new approaches prose poetry. I am now sharing this knowledge within my 
current arts practice. After the experience of creating the persona of Alice through a 
book-length collection of poems, I could develop collaborative projects that combine 
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a critical understanding of prose poetry with the exploration of place-making, the use 
of personas and sequences.  
Writing and Walking  
One aspect of the persona of Alice that helped me forge a personal connection 
between her and the landscape of the North was the notion of embodiment and the 
way in which her physical self is intertwined with a sense of place. Aside from the use 
of ekphrasis, discussed earlier, I developed a methodology of walking, as a way of 
providing writing with a phenomenological dimension, drawing on the work of 
Merleau-Ponty (1945), who highlighted the primacy of the relationship of the body to 
spatial experience. The themes of the fluidity and instability of place were revealed 
more strongly when I began the practice of walking and writing. I turned to Henri 
Bergson, (1910) who stresses that walking is a way of inhabiting the flux of experience, 
and discovered the poet John Burnside, who develops Bergson’s theories with his 
concept of ‘botanising’, that I explored in Chapter Three. Alice emerges as a 
contemporary flâneuse, paying close attention to the sensory world around her. The 
rhythms of my prose poems are connected with the rhythm of a stride, and the 
breathing patterns of walking are inherent in the syntax and sentence constructions I 
have chosen to use. Alice does not drift through the prose poems, as a flâneur might 
do, but explores the landscapes of the North with a sense of connectedness and 
intimacy. In this way, walking becomes a more democratic process, subject to the 
same eddies and flows in the environment that other plants and animals encounter. 
The persona of Alice acts as a conduit between the human and more-than-human 
world; in this way, she is not separate or superior to the natural world around her. She 
shifts easily between the two, which has enabled me to explore the braided 
connections between notions of nature and culture, taking part in contemporary 
debates on this issue. This theme was central to the ‘New Networks for Nature’ 
conference that I took part in during Autumn, 2019. The network is broad alliance of 
creators, including poets, authors, scientists, film makers, visual artists, 
environmentalists, musicians and composers, whose work draws strongly on the 
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natural environment. I could see that the practice of prose poetry could add to this 
debate because of the flexibility of what the form could contain.  
A Wider Viewpoint  
Through establishing links with networks such as the one I have just mentioned, I was 
able to widen and deepen my concept of the North as I progressed with this project.  
Place and space were recognised as being palimpsestic and multi-dimensional.  I now 
understand how creative work enables us to reconnect with the natural world and I 
have developed a phenomenological awareness of place. I learned how a writer can 
traverse the regions of the North in terms of what Ingold terms ‘zones of 
entanglement’, discovering and celebrating rich, nodal points of connection along the 
journey. This notion of permeability and connectedness was enhanced by an 
increasing awareness of the global impact of climate change, which allowed me to give 
the persona of Alice a role as a rebellious activist. I see my position as a prose poet in 
similar terms, confident in pushing the boundaries of this hybrid form.  
            The multidisciplinary nature of my enquiry strengthens the braided nature of 
the relationship between place and ‘northernness’ through the persona of Alice. 
Positioning walking at the heart of this enquiry has enabled me to interrogate the 
relationship between place and identity and the binary opposition of nature and 
culture.  For me, the writing process is a constant dance with the more-than-human 
world around us. The North acts as a focus, an emotional touchstone and compass 
point as this dance unfolds within ‘Alice and the North’.  
              My research has enabled me to develop an innovative, experimental poetics 
that has grown naturally from the various strands of my enquiry. It is informed by the 
interweaving of the disciplines of architecture, cartography and photography and 
proposes that the form of prose poetry is an ideal vehicle with which to understand a 
sense of place in flux when viewed through these lenses. I have tried to demonstrate 
how the writing of prose poems can arise from the practices of walking and ekphrasis 
and my work has begun to straddle the fields of new nature writing and 
psychogeography in this embodied process. An original contribution to knowledge 
therefore includes not only the production of a piece of original creative work, but a 
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new methodology of prose poetry as place-making, with an ecological awareness, to 
share with a wider audience.   
 
Future Directions  
Tim Ingold talks about the idea of learning that comes from ‘knowing from the inside’, 
where the aim is not to collect facts about a place but to be taught by it. I think his 
definition of the art of inquiry resonates with my view of the writer as a maker. He 
quotes Edward Adamson on this point: ‘the way of the craftsman… is to allow 
knowledge to grow from the crucible of our practical and observational engagements 
with the being and things around us’ (Adamson, 2007 quoted in Ingold, p. 6). This 
definition can also be seen as the bedrock of a practice-based PhD methodology and 
chimes with current directions in Creative Writing research, as well as forming the 
heart of experiential and praxis-based pedagogies.  For example, Graeme Harper 
emphasises the need to understand the subject of Creative Writing through its actions 
rather than end results.  He sees a need to consider the process rather than just the 
products of writing, as a way of connecting the subject to wider human concerns:   
Most [scholars] have considered Creative Writing entirely in relation 
to its products, not to its actions. Where it has been considered in 
terms of its actions, not its end results, the analysis has located itself 
in a notion of difference or strangeness – but not in the idea of Creative 
Writing actions as part of our wider human landscape, where we might 
engage with it not as strange or because we are different but, indeed, 
because we are human. (2010, p.ix) 
This focus on the processes of writing is developed further by Simon Holloway, who 
emphasises the idea of the writer as maker through the metaphor of constructing a 
watch. He compares the conventional research methods of the Humanities, (including 
English) with that of Creative Writing:  
Compare this to an alternative method of gathering data about pocket 
watches: you make one yourself. It will probably not be as pretty to 
look at or work as well as those already made, yet by making one you 
gain a different set of data about the making of pocket watches, 
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knowledge about their construction and creation which you could only 
have got through action… This is practice-led research, and the subject 
of that research is primarily the actions which form the as yet unmade 
creative work. (2013, p.130) 
I too have come to an understanding that art (and writing in particular) is not merely 
an object, like a book of poems. The end result is not the thing to be studied, but the 
unfolding process itself, in its entirety.  The particular ‘pocket watch’ that I have made 
has given me a fresh insight into how the combination of ekphrasis and walking can 
create prose poems that celebrate place, and begin to position a writer in a closer 
dialogue with the natural world. I propose that a book length sequence of prose poems 
provides the creative space required to celebrate the complexity of a sense of place 
because the reader can explore the complex interrelationships between the individual 
pieces of writing, bringing their own experience to the work.  
 I am now sharing these insights into the creative process with a wider writing 
community through the delivery of prose poetry workshops and conference 
papers.  My prose poetry collection, ‘Alice and the North’ has been accepted for 
publication by Valley Press for 2020.  I am also in the initial stages of a collaboration 
with a dance practitioner where we will use movement and improvisation as a working 
methodology to further explore the links between our art form practices. The 
confidence to begin this new project comes from completing ‘Alice and the North’ and 
this critical exegesis. The process of writing the collection has crystallised ideas about 
a ‘dance’ between the self and the more-than-human world.  I have reached a fresh 
appreciation of the ways in which nature and culture are themselves intertwined and 
how, therefore, a form like prose poetry can readily adapt itself to this hybrid 
condition. Post-doctoral research questions are already suggesting themselves: how 
can one move outside one’s own skin? What non-human points of view might be 
opened up within one’s creative practice? 
 The form of prose poetry has an innovative role to play in the current surge of 
interest in ‘new nature’ writing, alongside the lyric essay and place writing. It can be 
re-contextualised as a form that offers a writer a more experimental space than 
creative non-fiction. It is an ideal form to explore a more-than-human perspective in 
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literature because of its hybridity and flexibility. I am keen to develop this perspective 
further in my future research. 
 As the American poet Jorie Graham observed in a Guardian interview:  
 
I am living in the late season, but it has its songs, too. I have to find 
what they are. I wouldn’t be writing the poems if I didn’t think they 
were leading to a kind of consciousness that would allow one 
to become more fully awake, even in this period which is trying 
everything it can to shut one down. Making things visible, looking, 
feeling – they are my form of resistance. (2017) 
 
Her observations are an inspiring declaration on which to conclude this thesis. This 
‘late season’ can be celebrated, critiqued, and interrogated. A prose poet is an activist, 
craftsperson, and maker, with all the skills necessary for the task in hand. An ability to 
observe and fully inhabit the threatened world around us is crucial if poetry is to 
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Sample of my blog postings for ‘Clusters and Entanglements’ PhD research group 
2018 
‘Clusters and Entanglements’ was an ongoing series of reading/workshops in a range 
of non-academic and outdoor settings around the North West of England, each using 
poetry, fiction, book art or theory as a springboard to environmental and eco-
phenomenological debate. This project was initiated/funded by the North West 
Doctoral Training Partnership and was peer-led by a group of six PhD students of 
various disciplines. (MMU, University of Bolton, University of Liverpool, Lancaster). 
 
Meditation on Water and Space – Sunderland Point Beach 2018  
 
Out on the mudflats, beyond the harbour wall, the body’s skin is one type of boundary:  
a permeable container, a site for an exchange of ideas.  In conversation with my 
companion, I think of Ursula Le Guin’s idea of story as a carrier bag or container rather 
than a linear narrative.  Le Guin links this idea to women as gatherers in early societies 
and sees the novel as an essentially feminine form. ‘A novel is a medicine bundle, 
holding things in particular, powerful relation to one another and to us.’ (1989). Today, 
I have my own bundle of actual objects:  a stone, some bladder wrack and a piece of 
plastic in my pocket. We are gathering up flotsam and jetsam from the tideline.  
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Further out towards the water, the many worm casts on the beach are traces of the 
mollusc-like bodies that made them. Later in the afternoon, they will be washed away 
by the tide. I imagine what trace our own bodies might leave on the sand if they were 
turned into worm-casts? Astrida Neimanis’s idea of Hydrofeminism stresses that the 
body is not merely a watery metaphor, as feminists from the 60s and 70s suggested, 
but an actual container of water. ‘Ebbing, fluvial, dripping, coursing, traversing time 
and space’ (2012, p.96). Female and male, and everything in between, perhaps. 
Moreover, we could become a ‘corporeally connected, aqueous community, where 
the distinction between human and non-human blur’ (2012 p.97).   
 
In this watery landscape near Sunderland Point, this distinction between human and 
no-human seems very slim indeed. The quality of light on our skin turns the body into 
a reflector of tones of colour: mud, blues, beige, greys. A storm is rolling in on the 
horizon and the sea defences round here are fragile and permeable.  
 
What might it mean to occupy space in such a landscape? As we talk, do we create a 
shared space that can widen or stretch to contain us both? Is this a creative space in 
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which to discuss ideas/write/expand? The space for dialogue is transient and the 
words that we speak leave traces between us. As human beings, we know the accepted 
patterns for dialogue, but also have the ability to challenge or disrupt this flow of 
conversation. But an attentiveness to the fluidity of the body, of each other’s speech 
patterns seems to open up the space for creativity and help us think beyond the 
boundaries of ourselves.  
 
Neimanis, Astrida, (2012) ‘Hydrofeminisim, or On Becoming A Body of Water’ in 
Undutiful Daughters: Mobilizing Future Concepts, Bodies and Subjectivities in 
Feminist Thought and Practice, eds. Henriette Gunkel, Chrysanthi Nigianni Nigannie 
and Fanny Söderbäck. New York, Palgrave Macmillan.  
 
Le Guin, Ursula, (1989) ‘The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction in Dancing at the Edge of 
the World, London, Grove Press.   
 
 




Rowing   out on the water,  three of us  
drifting,   we are    letting go  
with nowhere      to get to. 
Our boat absorbs    the wake  of a larger craft, 
a raven flies up  into a bright blue sky   
whiffling above the shore   line. 
The lake is pulsing: waves quicken   then slow    quicken then slow, 
this water-world   is all ripple  
shadow 
ripple 
as we listen to the rhythms 
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 of water slapping   against our hull 
so soothing  we forget   to speak, 
our sunburnt bodies  be-calmed  




A seed lands on a page in my exercise book. I watch my 
hand’s shadow across the surface of the paper. Sound 
travels differently here in the ecotone, the shoreline.  
The murmur of the lake merges with conversation, an 
out-board motor, a pleasure steamer and the wind 
high up in the copper beech canopy. It’s early May and 
the woods are newly in leaf, acid green or deep 
maroon.  
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When we moved to the written rather than aural 
world, and came to rely on the alphabet, did we lose 
our connections and become estranged from the 
earthly world around us? David Abram thought so: ‘it 
is only when culture shifts its participation to these 
printed letters that the stones fall silent’.  
A black-headed gull searches for its mate and we 
discuss the power of names, and whether to name a 
plant or flower brings you closer to its more-than-
human state of being. We are basking like seals in the 
unexpected heat of the afternoon. A fly lands on my 
thumb and I let it be, watching the reflections of the 
silver birch at the water’s edge. Pollen drifts towards 
us. I focus on the flora at my feet, find water 
buttercup, forget me not, dandelion, spikes of wild 
garlic and bright yellow gorse.  (Caldwell, 2018) 
Abram, David, (1996) The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in the 
More-than-Human World, London, Vintage.  
Manchester, March 2018  
Lines of Flight and Palimpsests 
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Rubbings from Gravel Path, Gorton, 2018. Anne Caldwell  
Today I am traversing the urban ruins of Gorton, Manchester with a group of PhD 
students. I think about the work of Deleuze and Guattari, ‘how each contact with 
others, each new piece of information from our reading and each encounter leads to 
different ways of attaching and detaching and to new ways of seeing.’ (1988). In A 
Thousand Plateaus, they refer to these new connections made in our minds as ‘lines 
of becoming’, or ‘lines of flight’ (1988). As I walk, I think about how these lines can be 
intensely physical, sensory experiences as well as philosophical thought processes. I 
open my notebook and begin to collect the text I find in the litter that surrounds us: 
white storm, mango juice, coca cola, vanilla flavour fortisip. At one point, we pick our 
way through hospital waste: discarded syringes and prescriptions, mixed with 
forgotten children’s toys and dirty nappies.  
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As we come across a dis-used park, I think of ‘desire paths’ as ‘lines of becoming’, and 
how we as humans create spontaneous new trails, the paths of least resistance, 
effectively voting with our feet. I picture all the other words we have for routes 
through urban spaces: snickets, ginnels, walkways, pavements, railway sidings and 
causeways. I consider whether the word ‘line’ is appropriate in describing how we 
experience walking through a city.  What about the gaps and omissions in between the 
lines? The abandoned buildings beyond the paths? Are these the potential spaces for 
imagining, for creativity? 
Today, this walk across Gorton also feels palimpsestic in nature.  I remember how my 
father commuted here in the 1970s to work at the ICL plant and was a pioneer in 
programming early computers the size of wardrobes. In one of these terraced houses, 
I used to have passionate sex with a hippy boyfriend who was an artist and teacher in 
the 1990s. I can’t remember the name of the street, but I do remember the smell of 
dope and patchouli oil, and how his shoes were full of sand from the deserts of 
Rajasthan. Today, I feel like an outsider or voyeur in a city where I once lived and 
worked for over a decade.  
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The graffiti that spreads like ivy across brick walls is also palimpsestic, each graffiti 
artist layering their work over other peoples’ tags. Is the act of graffiti a way of claiming 
ownership? I take rubbings from the walls, and from the pathway. The charcoal in my 
notebook makes an imprint of itself on the next page, like the paintings a child might 
do in a nursery class to make a pair of butterfly wings.  
At one point, as we pass a building protected by razor wire and spikes. My companion 
on this walk says she notices all the living things (the buddleia, ash trees, dandelions 
and brambles) rather than the litter or ramshackle nature of these ‘edgeland’ 
buildings. This point of view makes me see the ‘ruins’ and dereliction in another light. 
They are greening over. Rebecca Solnit talks about this process in Detroit, and how the 
remaining urban population is turning abandoned spaces into gardens and places of 
food production: ‘in traversing Detroit, I saw a lot of signs that a greening was 
underway, a sort of urban husbandry of the city’s already returning to nature’. (Solnit, 
2007.)  
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Rubbings from Brick Wall, Gorton, 2018. Anne Caldwell  
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Gorton, 2018. Anne Caldwell  
This ‘gardening’ is not taking place in the areas we are exploring today.  The urban 
landscape is just beyond parts of Manchester that are being gentrified and 
redeveloped, and perhaps it will be swallowed up, like Ancoats and Piccadilly, into a 
new world of steel and glass, upwardly mobile city dwellers and office workers.  
Gorton’s world-famous Franciscan Monastery lies on the frontier of this gentrification. 
It was once compared to the Taj Mahal and has been saved from ruin by over five 
million pounds of Lottery and European Development money as well as local 
fundraising on an epic scale.  Today, the nave is full of tables for a wedding banquet 
and angels are lit by neon-pink lighting. I find a brass plaque in the chancel inscribed 
to St Claire of Assisi. She was the patron saint of ‘clairvoyance, good weather, 
telephones and television’! The building’s current aesthetic is equally confusing: non-
secular and whitewashed over. It is more like a conference centre than a church. Later, 
over lunch, we discuss the different meanings of restoration and conservation. I think 
of how the ‘non-human’ world is reclaiming the spaces we choose to abandon. 
Sometimes, no intervention at all seems like the best option.  
Anne Caldwell, March 2018  
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Part Two | Creative Work  
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